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. The VC opened fire, sending close-packed swarms of 
.7.62-millimeter slugs whipping toward the Black Eagle 
Goon Patrol. 

Loco and Blue joined pointman Archie in a wild charce 
directly into the enemy unit. Their M16s bucked as they 
. blasted straight ahead into the. VC squad. Crowded too 
closely together on the trail, the Reds crumbled into a writh- 
ing pile of bloody flesh from the incoming fire of the three 
crazy bastards dashing forward. 
__ Leaping over the dead men to continue their attack, they 
‘encountered new enemy fire to their left. Team leader Loco 
ordered his men to take cover and shove fresh magazines 
into their weapons, then yelled, “On my command, turn, 
' drop to a squat and empty your weapons straight at the 
bastards. Do it on semi-auto and pump the hell out of em!” 

Archie and Blue ran forward, their ears straining to hear 
the orders over Charlie’s steady: stream of bullets 

“Now!” Loco barked. “Do it!” 
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Prologue 


- Brigadier General James Taggart took a healthy swig of 
his coffee, draining the cup. Shoving it aside, he reached 
across his desk and pulled a cigar from a humidor. After 
lighting it, he sat back and put his feet up on his desk for a 
few minutes of relaxation. 

He was a craggy-faced officer with features that seemed to 

have been chiseled out of stone. But his usual scowl was 
missing and the general almost displayed a smile. This was 
one of his favorite times of day. His morning staff meeting 
had just ended. All the bickering with staff officers—not to. 
mention chewing their asses so bloody they could have used 
a bushel of Kotex to stop em up—plus listening to droning 
report after report of administration intelligence, opera- 
tions, logistics, morale problems, and countless other prob-. 
lems left him worn-out and testy. 
_ As a senior staff officer in SOG—the Special Operations 
Group—his job was busy, full of problems, and enough to 
drive an old field soldier like himself right up the proverbial 
wall. So he particularly enjoyed those fleeting but pleasant 
- few moments every day when he could enjoy his coffee and 
- cigar. It gave him a chance to unwind until the next meeting - 
just after lunch. 

His intercom buzzed. . 

“Shit!” ‘Taggart said. He flipped the button on the instru- 
ment. “What is it, Blanchard? And it Getter be goddamned 
; important!” e 

“Well, sir,” came the voice of his staff duty noncommis- 
sioned officer Master Sergeant Leroy Blanchard. “There's 
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_an officer here from operations—a Major Gray” 

‘Taggart scowled. Now he was getting angry. Just what the 
hell was a lowly major doing bothering a brigadier general? 
“What does he want?” 

“Uh, sir, the major says he’s got a report in from I Corps 
G3, Blanchard said. 

“Now ain’t that wonderful?” Taggart remarked. “Tell him I 
already had my staff meeting,” 

“Yes, sir” Blanchard said. “But the major says he just now 
got this here report.” 

“Then, goddamn it, tell him there’s another staff meeting 
_at 1300 hours. I'd love to see his report then” 

“Well, sir, the major says he has orders to show it to you 
now, sir” Blanchard said hesitantly. 

“Oh yeah? And who says he has to show it to me now?” 

“He tells me that the commanding general of U.S. Army 
Forces Strike Command says so, sir.” 

’ “Send him in, Blanchard. Send him in!” 

The door opened and Major Gray presented himself with 
a flourishing salute. “General, I have been dispatched to 
advise you of a situation that has rapidly developed in the 
Central Highlands.. It’s considered an emergency at this 
point but could be properly rectified if prompt but ex- 
tremely hazardous action is taken. I also carry orders with 
me that puts you in command of dealing with the situation.” 

“What situation?” Taggart asked. 

“Remote areas of the Central Highlands are being sub- 
jected to concentrated and strong hit-and-run attacks by 
NVA-directed Viet Cong units,” the major said. “Their tar- 
gets have been villages, supply depots, motor pools, roads 
and other such objectives.” 

“That is nothing new, Major!” Taggart growled. He 
pointed to some documents on his desk. “These folders are 
filled with such situations!” 

“The amount and strength of these operations make this 
quite unique, sir,’ Major Gray said. “In fact, at first nothing 
unusual was noticed. Battalion-sized units were sent in to 
deal with the situation. But the Viet Cong simply melted 
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away until these large outfits left. Then the enemy renewed 
their efforts. Substantiated reports show this has happened 
over and over this past month.” 

“I understand now,’ Taggart said. “Some out-of-the-ordi- 
nary shit is going down out there, so we need a special type 
of unit to remedy the situation, right?” 

“Yes, sir,” Gray said. 

“From the way you describe things, the guys we send out 
to kick the VCs’ butts will have to be a rather small detach- 
ment. And they'll have to go out there and stay out there 
until the Viet Cong—or they —are wiped out, right?” 

‘Tm afraid so, General,” Gray said. “FE hate to say so, but 
actually what is called for is an outfit made up of near- 
suicidal crazies who will fight anyone, anywhere, and any- 
how.’ He sighed and shrugged. “Do you know of any group 
close to meeting those qualifications?” 

Taggart grinned. “Major, I know of an outfit that is not 
only exactly what you're looking for, they even surpass the 
requirement for being outta their minds!” 
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Chapter 1 


“A frigging zebra farm!” 

That is how Archie Dobbs described the influx of the new 
men assigned to Colonel Robert Falconi’s Black Eagle De- 
tachment. Every one of them, with the exception of Austra- 
lian Army captain Harry Diggs, was a sergeant. And being - 
holders of that exalted noncommissioned rank in various 
armed forces, they displayed a spate of chevrons on their 
arms. It looked as though the units billets had, indeed, 
turned into a “zebra farm,’ as Archie so aptly described it. 
_ Every shirt, jacket, and coat hung up in the wall lockers had 
stripes of various sizes and shapes, all attesting to the 
plethora of sergeants. 

There were noncommissioned officers from the United 
States Army and Marine Corps; the Australian, South Viet- 
nam, and Philippine armies; the Republic of Korea Marine 
Corps; and even petty officers from the United States Navy. 

Aside from their rank, these men had one other thing in 
common. All had volunteered for the Black Eagles and had 
been put through a tough, thorough screening test that in- 
cluded a minute inspection of their career records and inter- 
_ views with their superiors, peers, and subordinates. After 
- that they endured a series of rigorous psychological and 
physical examinations that produced solid medical and phys- 
iological evidence of the well-being of their minds and 
bodies. 

_ The next step in the process was a person-to-person ses- 
sion with.the commander, Colonel Robert Falconi. He knew 
how to judge men through more than lucky instinct or psy- 
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chological applications. The colonel was well into his second 
war and had learned to measure his troops by a combination 
of myriad subtle body signs, facial expressions, eye move- 
ments, and even attention spans. Some of the calmest- 
appearing individuals, whose outward appearance gave the 
impression of meekness, were actually fierce fighting men 
with the courage of lions, the ferocity of hunting wolves, and 
the bravery of charging bulls. On the other hand, many a 
heavily-muscled, swaggering, loud-mouthed barroom bully 
and brawler would come apart at the seams when the shoot- 
ing started. ; 

* The colonel’s final question, which seemed out of place for 
such a hunter-killer group as his, was actually one of the 
more important ones. Falconi asked, “Can you type?” 

Paperwork was a big part of any military operation, most 
especially the more clandestine variety. A soldier didn’t get 
his rations or ammunition without filling out requisition 
forms; his clothing, billets, blankets, and other comforts 
came to him. through carefully and properly applied pa- 
perwork. And that included even support aircraft for, at- 
tacks, and the field surgical kits to treat him when he was 
wounded. 

Quick, accurate paperwork was just as important as 
quick, accurate shooting. 

More than two hundred men from all the services opted 
to join the Black Eagles. In the end, Falconi chose but eleven 
of them—five and one-half percent, to be exact—as good 
enough to be members of the detachment. 

Several of the new men slated to be slipped into the reor- 
ganized command element and fire teams were unique in 
even that elite company. 

The commo chief, a U.S. Navy Seal Team chief petty 
officer named Tom Lawton, was approached in an informal 
manner by Colonel Falconi. “Chief, the colonel said. 
“Would you have any objections to me calling you ‘Sparks’?” 

‘Lawton shrugged. “Hell, sir, it don’t bother me none. 
Anyhow, it’s a sort of maritime tradition to call radio opera- 
tors ‘Sparks’” he said. - 
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“We've got our own tradition with that name,” Falconi 
explained. “And it’s not real charming. In the past, we've 
had three commo chiefs called Sparks. They all bought the 
farm, It’s almost like a jinx” 

“It sounds that way, all right, sir)’ Chief Petty Officer Law- 
ton replied. 

“T'd like to break that string of-bad luck? Falconi said. “If 
you're willing-to be ‘Sparks’ maybe you can do it. On the - 
other hand, there’s always the unpleasant possibility: that it 
really is a curse that can’t be broken” 

Lawton only grinned. “I'm an optimist, sir. And a little 
crazy, too. Why else would I have wanted to be a Navy Seal 
in the first place? So, hell, yes! Call me Sparks: It can’t do 
any more’n kill me”. 

Colonel Robert Falconi and Chief Petty Officer Sparks 


. Lawton shook hands on that one. 


Another of the sergeants didn’t need a nickname; he-ar- 
rived with one. Sergeant First Class Dennis “Dealer” Finney 
came into the unit as the supply sergeant. A master | 

scrounger with the reputation of being a liar, thief, conniver, 
’ schemer, and as full of larceny as a big-city ward boss, 
Dealer was reputed to be a miracle-worker in a world of 
short supplies and fast need. He worked with “connections” 
carefully developed over his twelve years in the army. Dealer 
Finney could get in immediate touch with clock dealers in 
Switzerland, rug merchants in Iran, fences in London's 
Soho district, a whore-master in Marseilles, and others, in- 
cluding even a slave trader off the coast of Saudi Arabia. He 
also had contacts in every branch of every supply channel in 
the United States armed forces. 

The strange thing about Dealer Finney was that he never 
worked his angles for self-profit; it was only for the causes he 
served.or the units to which he’d been assigned. His unself- 
ishness was stronger than his talents in merchandising and — 
_ trading. And that was what convinced Colonel Falconi that 
Dealer would be. perfect for his outfit. 

Another unique individual came out of the Australian 
Army. He was Sergeant Nigel Ordway-Beckett, a member 
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of the tough Special Air Service. During his interview with 
Falconi, Nigel quickly pointed out a few facts about himself. 

“Actually, sir.” Ordway-Beckett said. “'m not an Austra- 
lian native. I am from England, you see. My father is a 
quite successful banker and financier in London. As a mat- 
ter of fact, our family has been in that sort of thing for over 
ten generations. We've been deeply involved at various times 
with the Royal Exchequer.” 

“Upper-class, are you?” Falconi asked. 

’ “Oh, yes, sir, indeed,’ Nigel said. He smiled slightly. “But 
I fear [ve not quite met the pater’s expectations, and my 
methods of conducting business are not always successful. 
So I was bundled off to Australia where I could not do much 
damage.” 

Falconi didn’t like what he was hearing, but Ordway- 
Beckett’s records and the parachutist badge and other insig- 
nia he sported didn’t match this first impression. This rather 
curious individual required more investigation. “I see. Go 
on, Sergeant Ordway-Beckett” 

“I got in a bit of financial trouble in Australia and my 
situation deteriorated so much I enlisted in the army,’ 
Ordway-Beckett said. He chuckled a bit, embarrassed. “I 
was completely cut off by the pater at that point and—” He 
chuckled again. “—a chap has to eat, doesn’t he?” 

.“He sure does,’ Falconi agreed. 

“But I do have certain financial endeavors and proposals 
which I am constantly putting forth to various financiers 
around the world,” Ordway-Beckett said. “So, there is always 
the possibility that I may be leaving the army to pursue a 
more lucrative lifestyle.” He paused. “I thought you should 
know that, sir” 

*Thank you, Sergeant,” Falconi said. “And how long have 
you been in the Australian Army and attempting to get 
financial backing on these schemes of yours?” 

“Twelve years, sir.” 

Falconi suppressed a desire to laugh. Here was a dreamer 
and schemer who, unlike Dealer Finney, would never put 
anything together. He was also an incredibly brave man, in 
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magnificent physical condition, and he displayed the right 
attitude in spite of a tendency toward minor insanity. 
Falconi smiled. “You're j just what we're looking for, Sergeant 
Ordway-Beckett.” 

*Oh, jolly good, sir!” 

The displaced Briton moved easily into the detachment, 
feeling right at home with the other individualists and non- 
conformists. : 

. The U.S. Army’s Sergeant Ronny. “Books” Bracken was 
one of those meek fellows. Short and slight, he was a bit 
stoop-shouldered and moved in a graceful, almost feminine, 
manner. Books had two passions: cross-country running, a 
sport in which he’d won several big championships; and 
reading. He had come into the army with only six years of 
schooling, but quickly took the necessary courses to get him- 
self a high school diploma through the General Educational 
Development program. It was that course of study that 
turned him on to books, and books opened up his interest in 
building his vocabulary, which he combined with a penchant 
for quoting his favorite writers of prose and poetry. In fact, 
during his interview with Colonel Falconi, Books Bracken 
explained his desire to join the Black Eagles in his own 
particular—and peculiar— style: 

“The basic, yet compelling, motivation for my aspirations 
to associate myself with your most excellent and estimable 
organization can best be summed up by what the great 
eighth-century B.C. poet Homer said in the Iliad.” Books got 
a dreamy look in his eyes and gazed heavenward. * Always io 
be the best, and distinguished above the rest’”—and those few, yet 
most profound words, describe fully the self-esteem, or van- 
ity if you wish, which causes me to seek out the foremost in 
military formations in which I wish to cast my lot and seek a 
challenge to my skills as a professional soldier—” 

“Excuse me, Sergeant Bracken,” Falconi interrupted. “I’m 
having just a little trouble following you, but I think I get 
the gist. Let’s go on to other things besides why you wish to 
become a Black Eagle.” 

Most of the interviews lasted forty-five minutes to an 


17 


hour. The conference with Books took a bit over two hours. 
But in the end, the colonel knew he had found a damned 
good heavy weapons infantryman who would do more than 
just pull his weight. 

The other “new boys” also moved in smoothly. Sergeant 
Trang Ngo of the South Vietnamese Army had served with 
the Black Eagles during their last mission, code-named Op- 
eration Bo-Binh Commandos; Sergeant Carlos Margo of the 
Philippine army was made a grenadier; the ROK Marine 
Corps Sergeant Park Song came on board as a rifleman; and 
heavy weapons chores were passed out to Sergeant Ski Cze- 
weszeski of the U.S. Army and Sergeant Benny Maggiore of 
the U.S. Marine Corps. 

- As far as the “old boys” went, it was Sergeant Major Top 
Gordon who had the most readapting to do when the new 
men moved in. Although he’d served as a topkick in several 
line airborne units, he’d gotten back into the habit of leading 
a small fire team in the Black Eagles. But, with the assign- 
ment of the new men, he was once again moved into the role 
of senior noncommissioned officer charged with the interior 
management and discipline of the Black Eagle enlisted men. 

And he loved it. _ 

At the first formation of the newly organized detachment, 
all the members, with the exception of the officers, were 
drawn up and standing tall in their team formations. Stand- 
ing in front of them was renovated senior NCO Sergeant 
Major Top Gordon, who would act as the -colonel’s right 
hand, arm, and boot in the running of the outfit where 
housekeeping, punctuality, and everyday business was con- 
cerned. He started off by making sure everyone—new or 
old—knew exactly what his attitude toward the job was go- 
ing to be. 

“Chevrons are a dime a dozen around here,’ growled Ser- 
geant Major Gordon to the assembled troops. Then he 
added with a grim smile, “Except mine! These beauties on 
my arm are priceless symbols of unlimited power, ass-kick- 
ing privileges, and the divine right to administer punish- 
ments which will be fucking horrible, painful, and 
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' unforgettable.” He paused to glare meaningfully at the vet- 
eran fighting men. “Does anyone have any questions?” 

No one raised a hand. 

Top continued, “What about comments?”. 

The respectful silence continued. 

“Mmmm,” Top mused. “Any objections?” 

Still no one said anything. Even among these men, Top 
Gordon was an imposing figure, tall, dark, tough, muscular, 
and. scowling. Not a single Black Eagle had a doubt in his 
mind that the sergeant major could, if he wished, kick the 
living shit out of him or—as Top himself loved to say—slam 
their asses up between their ears. 

“Now,’ Top said. “We are all new to each other as far as the 
reorganization goes. We must learn to work as a team, and 
the best way to do that is to begin with close-order drill” 

“Oh, Lord!” moaned Sergeant Ordway-Beckett. “Not 
bashing on the square.” 

“What? Top bellowed. “Who said that?” 

Ordway-Beckett raised his hand. “Oh, quite sorry, sir. 
Thinking aloud, y’know” 

Top walked up majestically and oily to the misplaced 
Briton in the Australian uniform. He stuck his face in his. 
“Did you call me ‘sir’?” 

“Yes, sir,’ replied Ordway-Beckett. “One always addresses | 
a sergeant major in the UK services in that manner.” 

“Well, I ain’t a sergeant major in the UK services, am 1?” 

“No, sir. I rather think not,” Ordway-Beckett. replied. 

“I work for a living, so you'll call me Sergeant Major,’ Top 
instructed with a growl. “Understand?” 

“Quite clearly, yes, Sergeant Major. Thank you.” 

“And you will address only commissioned officers as ‘sir’? 

“Most delighted to do so, Sergeant Major,’ Ordway- 
Beckett assured him. . 

Top wasn’t quite sure how to take Ordway-Beckett’s re- 
marks. They seemed almost sarcastic, but it was quite ap- 
parent he was demonstrating a respectful attitude. 
Shrugging it off, the sergeant major strode back to his place 
in front of the formation and barked out his first drill com- 
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mands. The result was utter chaos as the men of five nations 
attempted to march in unison. After fifteen minutes of 
bumping into each other, stares of bewilderment, and muf- 
fled laughter, Sergeant Major Gordon called a halt. 

Wisely using a demonstration team made up of Loco Pa- 
dilla, Steve Matsuno, and Blue Richards, Top gave a class in 
the American style of drill-field etiquette and maneuvering. 
Within twenty minutes the entire group were going through 
flanking, facing, and turning movements as if they had been 
marching together for years. 

It was not only a good omen, it showed that Colonel 
Robert Falconi knew how to pick ’em! 
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Chapter 2 


Robert Mikhailovich Falconi was born an Army brat at 
Fort Meade, Maryland, in the year 1934. 

His father, Second Lieutenant Michael Falconi, was the 
son of Italian immigrants, Salvatore and Luciana Falconi, 
who. had wasted no time in instilling appreciation of Amer- 

-ica and the opportunities offered by the nation in their 
youngest son. They had already imparted deep patriotism to 
their other seven children, Mr. Falconi even went so far as to 
name his son Michael rather than the Italian Michele. The 
boy had been born an American, and was going to live as an 
American so—per Dio ¢ tutti ¢ santi-he was going to be 
named as an American! No Pietros, Enzios or Benitos were 
going to sally forth from the Falconi household to make their 
marks in America. 

. Young Michael was certainly no disappointment to his 
parents or older brothers and sisters. He studied hard in 
school and excelled. He worked in the family’s small shoe- 

_ repair shop in’ New York City’s Little Italy during the 

evenings, doing his homework late at night. When he grad- 
uated from high school, the secondhand suit under the gown 

- was clean and pressed. And that pretty much described the 
family’s situation and attitude: Do the best with what you've 
got and strive like hell to do better in the future. 

Upon leaving school, young Michael was eligible for sev- 
-eral scholarships to continue his education in college, but 
even with this help, it would have entailed great sacrifice on 

-the parts of his parents. Two older brothers, beginning 
promising careers as lawyers, could have helped out a bit, 
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- although they were struggling to meet their own goals and 
aspirations. But Michael didn’t want to be any more of a 
burden on his family than was absolutely necessary. 

He knew of an alternative in the quest for an expensive 
university education. The nation’s service academies, West 
Point and Annapolis, offered free schooling to qualified 
young men. Through the local ward boss, Michael received 
a congressional appointment to take the examinations to at- 
tend the United States Military Academy. 

He was successful in this endeavor and was appointed to 
the Corps of Cadets. West Point didn’t give damn about his 
humble origins. It didn’t matter to the academy whether his 
parents were poor immigrants or not. West Point also con- 
-sidered Cadet Michael Falconi as socially acceptable as any- 
one in the corps,.regardless of the fact that his father was a 
struggling cobbler. The only thing that concerned the insti- 
tution was whether he, as an individual, could cut it or not. 

It was this measuring of a man by no other standards than 

his own abilities and talents that caused the young plebe to 

develop a sincere, lifelong love for the United States Army. 

He finished his career at the school in the upper third of his 

class, sporting the three chevrons and rockers of a brigade 

adjutant upon graduation. 

When he entered active duty, Second Lieutenant Falconi 
was assigned to the Third Infantry Regiment at Fort Meade, 
Maryland. This unit was a ceremonial outfit that provided 
details for military funerals at Arlington National Cemetery, 
the guard for the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, and other 
official functions in the Washington, D.C. area. 

The young shavetail enjoyed the bachelor’s life in the na- 
tion’s capital, and his duties as protocol officer, though not 
too demanding, were interesting. He was required to be 
present during social occasions that were official ceremonies 
of state. He coordinated the affairs and saw to it that all the 
political bigwigs and other brass attending them had a good 
time. He was doing exactly those duties at such a function 
when he met a young Russian Jewish refugee named Mi- 
riam Ananova Silberman. 
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_. She was a pretty twenty-year-old brunette who had the 
most striking eyes that Michael Falconi had ever seen. He 
would always say throughout his life that it was her eyes that 
captured his heart. When he met her, Miriam was a mem- 
ber of the League of Jewish Refugees, attending a congres- 
sional dinner. She and her. father, Rabbi Josef Silberman, 
had recently fled the Red dictator Stalin’s anti-Semitic ter- 
rorism in the Soviet Union. Her organization had been lob- 
bying the American Congress to enact legislation that would 
permit the U.S. government to take action in saving Euro- 
pean and Asian Jewry not only from the savagery of the 
communists but also from the Nazis in Germany, who had 
only just begun their own program of intimidation and har- 
assment of their country’s Jewish population. 

When the lieutenant met the refugee beauty at the start of 
the evening’s activities, he fell hopelessly in love. He spent 
the entire evening as close to her as he possibly could, while 
ignoring his other duties. A couple of congressmen who ar- 
rived late had to scurry around looking for their table with- 
out aid. Lieutenant Falconi’s full attention was on Miriam. 
He was absolutely determined he would get better ac- 
quainted with this beautiful Russian. He begged her to 
dance with him at every opportunity, was solicitous about 
seeing to her refreshments, and engaged her in conversa- 
tion, doing his best to be witty and interesting. 

He was successful. 

Miriam Silberman was fascinated by this tall, dark, and 
most handsome young officer. She was so swept off her feet 
that she failed to play the usual coquettish little games em- 
ployed by most women. His infectious smile and happy 
charm completely captivated the young belle. 

The next day Michael began a serious courtship, deter- 
mined to win her heart and marry the girl. 

- Josef Silberman, her father, was a cantankerous elderly 
widower. He opposed the match from the beginning. As a 
Talmud scholar he wanted his only daughter to marry a nice 
Jewish boy. An American of Italian ancestry from a Chris- 
tian family, no matter how honorable and promising, did 
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not meet his standards for a son-in-law. 

But Miriam took pains to point out to him that this was 
America—a country that existed in direct opposition to ho- 
mogeneous customs. The mixing of nationalities and reli- 
gions was not unusual in this part of the world. : 

The rabbi argued, stormed, forbade and demanded —but 
all for naught. In the end, so that he would not lose the 
affection of his daughter, he gave his blessing. The couple 
was married in a nonreligious ceremony at the Fort Meade- 
Post Chapel. 

A year later their only child, a son, was born. He was 
named Robert Mikhailovich. 

The boy spent his youth on various army posts both in the 
States and overseas. There were only two times he lived in a 
town or civilian neighborhood. The first was during the 
years his father, by then a colonel, served overseas in the 
Européan theater of operations in the First Infantry Divi- 
sion—the Big Red One. A family joke developed out of the 
colonel’s service in that particular outfit. Robert would ask 
his dad, “Why are you serving in the First Division?” 

The colonel always answered, “Because I figure if I was 
going to be One, I might as well be a Big Red One.” 

Tt was one of those private family jokes that don’t go over 
too well outside the home. 

The second stint of civilian living was in San Diego, Cali- 
fornia, during the time the colonel was assigned as the 
supervisor of that city’s public school Reserve Officer Train- 
ing Corps program. 

But despite this overabundance of martial neighborhoods, 
the boy had a happy childhood. The only problem was his 
dislike of school: There was too much of the élan and fight- 
ing spirit of ancient Hebrew warriors and Roman legion- 
naires dancing through the youth’s fiery soul to allow him to 
find pleasure in scholarly and intellectual pursuits. Robert 
was a kid who liked action, adventure, and plenty of it. The 
only serious studying he ever did was in karate classes he 
took when the family was stationed in Japan. He was ac- 
cepted in one of that island nation’s most prestigious martial 
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arts academies, where he excelled as he became a serious 
and skillful karateka. 

His use of this fighting er caused one of the iro- 
nies in his life. In the early 1950s, during the time his father 
headed San Diego’s' high school ROTC program, Robert 
was himself a student —an indifferent-scholar at best. Always 

‘looking for excitement, his natural boldness got him into a 
run-in with.some young Mexican-Americans. One of the 
Chicanos had never seen such devastation as that which 
Bobby Falconi dealt out with his hands. But the Latin- 
American kid hung in there, took his lumps, and finally 
went down when several skillfully administered and light- 
ning-quick shuto chops slapped consciousness from his en- 
Yaged mind. 

A dozen years later, this same young gang member, 
named Manuel Rivera, once again met Robert Falconi. 
Rivera was a Special Forces sergeant first class and Falconi a 
captain in the same elite outfit. SFC Manuel Rivera, a pro- 
fessional soldier and Black Eagle, was killed in action during 
the raid on a prison camp in North Vietnam in 1964. His 
name is now listed on the Black Eagles Role of Honor. 

When Falconi graduated from high school in 1952, he 
immediately enlisted in the army. Although his father had 
wanted him to opt for West Point, the young man couldn’t 
stand the thought of being stuck in any more classrooms. In 
fact, he didn’t even want to be an officer. During his early 
days on army posts he had developed several friendships 
among career noncommissioned officers. He liked the atti- 
tude of these rough-and-tumble professional soldiers who 
drank, brawled, and fornicated with wild abandon during 
their off-duty time. The sergeants’ devil-may-care attitude 
seemed much more attractive to young Robert than the 
heavy responsibilities that seemed to make commissioned 
officers and their lives so serious and, at times, tedious. 

After basic and advanced infantry training, he was 

. shipped straight into the middle of the Korean War, where 
he was assigned to the tough Second Infantry Division. 

_Falconi participated in two campaigns there. These were 
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designated by the United States Army as: “Third Korean 
Winter” and “Korean Summer-Fall 1953” Robert Falconi 


io fought, roasted, and froze in those turbulent months. His 


combat experience ranged from holding a hill during mas- 
sive attacks by crazed Chinese communist forces, to the 
deadly cat-and-mouse activities of night patrols in enemy 
territory. 

He returned Stateside with a sergeancy, the Combat In- 
fantryman’s Badge, the Purple Heart, the Silver Star, and 
the undeniable knowledge that he had been born and bred 
for just one life—that of a soldier. 

His martial ambitions also had expanded. He now desired 
a commission but didn’t want to sink himself into the curric- 
ulum of the United States Military Academy. His attitude 
toward schoolbooks remained the same—to hell with ’em! 

At the end of his hitch in 1956, Sergeant Falconi reen- 

listed and applied for Infantry Officers Candidate School at 
- Fort Benning, Georgia. 

Falconi’s time in OCS registered another success in his 
life. He excelled in all phases of the rigorous course. He 
recognized the need for work in the classrooms and soaked 
up the lessons through long hours of study while burning the 
midnight oil in quarters. The field exercises were a piece of 
cake for this combat veteran, but he was surprised to find 
out that even with his war experience, the instructors had 

‘ plenty to teach him. ° 

His only setback occurred during “Fuck Your Buddy 
Week.” That was the phase of the curriculum in which candi- 
dates learned responsibility. Each man’s conduct—or mis- 
conduct— was passed on to an individual designated as his 
buddy. If a candidate screwed up, he wasn’t punished; his 
buddy was, even to the point of having the infraction put on 
his own records. Thus, for the first time in the lives of many 
of these young men, their personal conduct could bring joy 
or sorrow to others. Falconi’s “buddy” was late to reveille one 
morning and he drew the demerit. 

But this was the only black mark in an otherwise spotless 
six months spent at OCS. He came out number one in his 
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class and was offered a regular army commission. The 
brand-new second lieutenant happily accepted the honor 
and set out to begin this new phase of his career in an army 
he had learned to love as much as his father did. 

’ His graduation didn’t result in an immediate assignment 
_to an active-duty unit. Falconi found himself once more in 
school, but the time was not filled with hours of pouring 
over books. He attended jump school and earned his silver 
parachutist badge; next was ranger school, where he won 
the coveted orange-and-black tab; then he was shipped down 
to Panama for jungle warfare sch6ol and garnered yet one 
more insignia and demanding qualification. 

Following that, he suffered another dinagpointnat 
Again, his desire. to sink himself into a regular unit was 
thwarted. Because he held a regular army commission 
rather than a reserve one like his other classmates, Falconi 
was returned to Fort Benning to attend the Infantry School. 
The courses he took were designed to give him some thor- 
ough instruction on staff procedures. He came out on top 
here as well, but something else happened to him. 

His intellectual side finally blossomed. 

The theory of military science, rather than solely practical 
application, began to fascinate him. During his time in 
‘combat—and the later army schooling—he had. begun to 
develop certain theories. With the exposure to Infantry 
School, he decided to do something about these ideas of his. 
He wrote several articles for the Infantry Journal about these 
thoughts— particularly on his personal analysis of the proper 
conduct of jungle and mountain operations involving insur- 
gency and counterinsurgency forces. 

The army was more than a little impressed with the first 
lieutenant (he had been promoted) and sent him back to 
Panama to serve on a special committee that would develop 

and publish U.S. Army policy on small-unit combat opera- 
tions in tropical -climates. He honed his skills and tactical - 
expertise during this time. 

From there he volunteered for Special Forces—the Green 
Berets—and was accepted. After completing the officers’ 
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course at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, Falconi was finally 
assigned to a real unit for the first time since his commis- 
sion. This was the Fifth Special Forces Group in the growing 
conflict in South Vietnam. - 

He earned his captaincy while instructing and working 
closely with units of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam — 
ARVN. He even helped to organize village militias to pro- 
tect hamlets against the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese. 
Gradually, his duties expanded until he organized and led 
several dangerous missions that involved deep penetration 
into territory controlled by the communist guerrillas, 

This activity brought him to the attention of a Central 
Intelligence Agency case officer named Clayton Andrews. 
Andrews had been doing his own bit of clandestine fighting, 
which involved more than harassment in the VC areas. His - 
main job was the conduct of missions into North Vietnam 
itself. He arranged an interview with Captain Falconi to see 
if the officer would fit into his own sphere of activity; he 
found Falconi exactly the man he had been looking for. Pull- 
ing all the strings he had, Andrews saw to it that the Special 
Forces man was transferred to his own branch of SOG —the 
Special Operations Group—to begin work on a brand-new 
project. 

Captain Falconi was tasked with organizing a new fight- 
ing unit to be known as the Black Eagles. This group’s basic 
policy was to be primitive and simple: Kill or be killed! 

Their mission was to penetrate deep into the heartland of 
communist territory to disrupt, destroy, maim, and slay. 
The men who would belong to the Black Eagles would be 
volunteers from every branch of the armed forces, and that 
was to include all nationalities involved in the struggle 
against the Red invasion of South Vietnam. 

Each man was to be an absolute master in his particular 
brand of military mayhem. He had to be an expert in not 
only his own nation’s firearms but those of other friendly or 
enemy countries. The required knowledge of weaponry 
didn’t stop at the modern ones; it also included knives, 
bludgeons, garrotes, and even crossbows when the need to 
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deal silent death arose. 

There, was also.a requirement for the more sophisticated 

and peaceful skills. Foreign languages, land navigation, 
communications, medicine, and even mountaineering and 
scuba diving were to be within the realm of knowledge of the 
Black Eagles. 
. They became the enforcement arm of SOG, drawing the 
most dangerous and sensitive missions. In essence, they 
were the hit men, closely coordinated through the forceful 
personality of their commander, Robert Falconi. 

As unit integrity and morale built up, the detachment 
decided they wanted an insignia all their own. This wasn't 
’ unusual for units in Vietnam. Local manufacturers, acting 
on decisions submitted to them by the troops involved, pro- 
duced the emblems worn by the outfits while “in country.’ 
These adornments were strictly nonregulation and unau- 
thorized for display outside Vietnam. 

Falconi’s men came up with a unique beret badge manu- 
factured as a cloth insignia. A larger version was used as a 
shoulder patch. The design consisted of a black eagle—natu- 
rally—with spread wings. Looking to its right, the big bird 
clutched a sword in one claw and a bolt of lightning in the 
other. Mounted on a khaki shield trimmed in black, the 
device was an accurate portrayal of its wearers: somber and 
deadly. 

They even had an unofficial motto, though it wasn't part of 
their insignia. The statement, in Latin, was simple and to 
the point: 


Calcitra Clunis 


It translated as “Kick ass.’ 

Twenty missions were now under the Black Eagles’ collec- 
tive belts. There had been no medals, for such accolades are 
not for men who serve in clandestine, nearly illegal units 
that operate in the shadowy violence of highly classified op- 
erations. It had been bloody and heartbreaking working its 
way to the point where Colonel Robert Falconi now com- 
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manded a reorganized and revitalized unit, poised and 
ready to-carry on its crusades against the invaders from the 
north. . 

Catcitra Clunis, baby! — 
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Chapter 3 


While Sergeant Major Top Gordon put the men through 
drill call, Colonel Robert Falconi tended to the ever-pressing 
staff details that plagued every military unit no matter what 
their size or mission. 

-In order to get things organized fast and right, Falconi 
had called in his team leaders to join the Command Ele- 
ment. Those commanders, Captain Ray Swift Elk, Captain 
Harry Diggs, and Chief Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper, 
left their outfits to meet with the colonel at the conference 
table in the room just off his own office in the Black Eagles 
headquarters. Sitting with them because of their own ad- 
ministrative responsibilities was Chief Petty Officer Sparks 
Lawton, commo chief; Master Sergeant Malpractice Mc- 
Corckel, the detachment medic; and the supply man Ser- © 
geant First Class Dealer Finney. . 

This headquarters building was one of the three allotted 
to the Black Eagles at their relatively new home base at Hai 
Cat. The place was as close to paradise as one could get in a 
war. It was situated on the most southern point of South 
Vietnam. For many years it had served as an R&R center . 
for French officers serving in those outer reaches of their 
nation’s empire. The facilities offered those professional mil- 
itary men an excellent restaurant, several first-class bistros, 
and a bordello staffed with beautiful. whores who repre- 
sented every race, and mixture thereof, available in | South- 
east Asia. 

. Now under American contenae and control in modern 
. times, a central administration building dominated the post. 
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Small but comfortable bungalows—some air-conditioned — 
were scattered around the larger edifice. Walkways led to. 
these quarters, located among palm trees. The bungalows 
were used by the Central Intelligence Agency and other 
sneaky types as billets, offices, and supply huts. It was a 
pleasant location where sea breezes wafted through the 
' trees, lowering the temperature perceptibly even on the hot- 
test days. 

Down from the bungalows the tree line abruptly ended. 
Here a white sandy beach stretched down to the blue China 
Sea. A man-made breakwater of boulders stretched fifty me- 
ters beyond the surfline, creating a. small lagoon. A dock 
jutted into the calm waters where numerous transient boats, 
both military and civilian, were tied up. 

All in all, it was really a very nice place. 

Falconi had just called the meeting to order when the 
phone rang. “Four thousand seventy-first Service Unit,” he 
answered, using the code name for the Black Eagles. “Who? 
Sure. Hang on a second; he’s here.” He handed the instru- 
ment over to Dealer Finney. 

Finney spoke into the instrument. “Sergeant Finney 
speaking, sir. Oh, hello, Al. Right. No, hell, no! Move them 
refrigerators to the Saigon office. All except two. That's im- 
portant, Al. They come here to Hai Cat—” 

“Finney!” Falconi interrupted. 

Finney looked up. “Yes, sir?” 

“What the hell are you doing?” 

“Dealing, sir” the supply sergeant answered matter-of- 
factly. “I'm talking to my right-hand guy, Al. You see, I own 
. these here refrigerators that I picked up in a transaction with 
_ my contact in the South Vietnamese quartermaster corps. 

So Pm making a trade for ’em” 

“That's illegal as hell, Finney!” Falconi yelled. “It’s against 
army regulations and international agreement between the 
government of the United States and that of the Republic of 
South Vietnam” 

“Yes, sir) Finney said, still calm. “But what I’m really 
doing is wrangling us a jeep and a couple of deuce-and-a- 
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half trucks for the detachment. here, sir. And ['m having a 
coupla them fridges sent our way too. If we don’t need both 
of ‘em, we can deal the other for something else we could 
use. Its kind of complicated, but there’s also an outside 
chance we could get a staff car or better office furniture or 
something” : 
- “Carry on, Finney,’ Falconi said. 

Grinning to themselves, the other men waited with the 
colonel for Finney to complete the transaction. 

“I’m back, Al. Now get them vehicles on the way to Hai 
Cat. I need some fast action on that stuff,” Finney contin- 
ued. “And I want those air conditioners moved before next 
week, man! So kill the deal on the pressure cookers. Got it, 
Al? Right. Talk to you later. So long, Al” He hung up. “You 
can get on with the meeting, Colonel”. 

“Thank you, Sergeant Finney,” Falconi said. “That's most 
considerate of you.” 

“You're welcome, sir,’ Dealer Finney said. 

“By the way, when will those vehicles arrive?” _. 

“Next week, according to Al,” Finney answered. “Actually, 
Al is—” 

Falconi held up his hand. “I don’t want to know a thing 
about Al. As far as ’'m concerned, the guy doesn’t exist. 
Understand?” 

Dealer nodded. “Yes, sir” 

Falconi turned to Chief Petty Officer Sparks Lawton. 
“Let’s turn to the staff reports. We'll start with Sparks. I 
assume you’ve got some information for all of us.” 

“Aye, sir,” the sailor said. “I’ve set up our commo net and 
gotten the equipment we needed through the CIA. We are 
now the proud owners of four Prick-Six radios. That gives 


’ us one for each fire team and an AN/PRC-77 for the Com- 


mand Element. I doubt if any of our operations will ever 
take us so far from Hai Cat that we can’t make contact with 
that equipment.” 
Falconi glanced at Dealer. “Can you do any better?” 
“Not for field commo, sir” Dealer answered. “But, now, if . 
you want to set up a real broadcast station, let me know.’ 
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“Oh, I will, Dealer,’ Falconi said. “You can count on that.’ 
He turned his attention to Master Sergeant Malpractice 
McCorckel, the detachment medic. “How about your re- 
port, Malpractice?” 

“Yes, sir,’ Malpractice McCorckel said. “T’ve fixed up in- 
dividual aid kits so that each man will be able to tend to 
minor injuries and wounds on his own if necessary. There’re 
also bigger ones for the team leaders to-act as emergency 
aidmen in the event one of their guys becomes a casualty” 

Captain Ray Swift Elk, a full-blooded Sioux, spoke up. 
“Damned good idea, Malpractice. I presume that’s to take 
care of any life-threatening situations before we can get the 
man back to your ‘tender, loving care.’ 

“You got it, sir” Malpractice said. “As for my own kit, P've 
got a complete field surgical outfit. I don’t like to get that 
’ detailed in the field, but if some guy needs a real medical 

going-over, I'll be able to handle it” 

- - “Most interesting, Sergeant,” remarked the Australian 
captain Harry Diggs. “It seems you’ve been given above- 
average medical training in your forces.” 

“I was originally a Special Forces medic, sir,’ Malpractice 
explained. 

“Interesting! Tell me, Sergeant, just how far will you be 
able to go with a badly wounded bloke?” 

“All the way” Malpractice answered. “The conditions out 
on a mission may not be all that sanitary, but I'll do my best. 
And Im talking major surgery here.” 

“Sounds good,” Chief Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper 
said. “That'll be a big help to morale, too.” 

“Right,” Falconi agreed. “And since you opened your yap, 
Mister Culpepper, carry on with your report.” 

Calvin, a husky black man who had come up through the 
ranks and garnered his warrant in the Black Eagles the same 
way Ray Swift Elk had gotten his commission, pulled his 

" notes from his jacket pocket and studied them. “I’m happy to 
let you know that the Fire Support Team is bad, sir. And I 
mean bad! We got a selection of mortars that would turn a 
Chinese warlord green with envy-’ 
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Falconi was puzzled. “I knew we had some 60s..What else 
‘do you have and where did you get them?” 

“We got some 81s, sir; ‘And Dealer Finney got ’em for us,’ 
‘Calvin said. 

Falconi winced. “I don’t want to hear about it!” 

. "Yes, sir; ” Calvin said, understanding. “Machine-gunwise 
we got our regular M60s and”—he winked at Dealer—“a 
coupla Browning .50- and .30-calibers that’ can be fired 
either air-cooled or water-cooled.” 

“Use them air-cooled? Falconi ordered. “Water jackets 
weigh too goddamned much.” ; 

-. “Yes, sir” Calvin said. 

“Thanks, Calvin? Falconi said. “Now jet’s get on with this. 
IT can report that the Goon Team is up to par and ready to 
go. How is the Alpha Fire Team?” 

“We're in damned good shape, sir,’ Captain Ray Swift Elk 
said. “In actuality, we've got only one new man and that's 
Sergeant Ordway-Beckett. He’s an odd duck—” 

“An Englishman, Captain Harry Diggs quickly inter- 
jected. 

“—but he'll do fine in spite of being somewhat eccentric. 
Our other new man is actually not new. If you recall, Ser- 
geant Trang Ngo of the South Vietnamese rangers served 
with us in our last operation. He picked up plenty on our 
operational: procedures and policies, so he’s settled in real 
nice. All in all, the Alphas are ready to kick some ass.” 

“Good,” Falconi said. “How are the Bravos, Captain 
Diggs?” 

“Fair dinkum, sir!” Diggs reported. “We're ’ all new boys 
with the exception of Sergeant Ky Luyen. He’s been quite 
the helpful bloke, and in our discussions regarding the Viet 
Cong, he’s absolutely amazing with his knowledge of the 
bastards” — 

“That’s because he once was one,’ Falconi said. “He came 
over to our side during a particularly nasty little scrape we 
like to refer to as Operation Monsoon Hell Hole.” 

“That’s right amazing, sir” Diggs said. “At any rate, ’'m 
proud to say that the Bravo Fire Team is ready and willing 
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to jump in there” 

’ “Good to hear” Falconi said. “Now I want—” The phone 
rang and he grabbed it. “Four thousand and seventy-first 
Service Unit. Yeah. He’s here” 

Dealer Finney took the phone. “Sergeant Finney speak- 
ing, sir. Oh, hello, Al. What? Bullshit! Don’t trust that 
sonofabitch unless he produces the goods, Al. Tell Hong 
Kong to hold on to them suits. What? They’re already here? 
Don’t let ’em off the boat—got it, Al? If they don’t move 
here, I can unload ’em at the Presidio. Right, Al. So long” 
He hung up. “Sorry, sir. But business gets pressing at times” 

‘Tm certain it does, Sergeant Finney? Falconi said. “Can 
you deliver your report now before you get another call?” 

“I might have to talk fast, sir” 

*Then talk fast, Dealer, talk fast!” 

“Yes, sir. We got an all-new issue of clothing ranging from 
Class As all the way to tiger-stripe fatigues. And we got 
reglar boots and jungle boots. When I found out we go on 
pass or leave looking like rear-echelon types, I saw to it that 
a load of low-quarters was delivered.” Finney took a deep 
breath. “And we got jungle rucksacks, new patrol harnesses, 
canteens, slings for the new M16s and to replace old ones if 
any of the guys got sentimental attachments to their per- 
sonal weapons. And we got .45 pistols and canvas holsters 
for ’em that won’t mildew, and jungle hammocks and pon- 
cho liners.” Another deep breath. “And we got pistol belts 
and binoculars and Buck knives” 

“Where did you get the Buck knives?” Swift Elk asked. 
“Those are good ’uns.” 

“I ran some leather goods up from Mexico to a guy I 
know in Tucson, Finney explained. 

“What sort of leather goods’?” Falconi asked. 

“Saddles, sir” 

“Saddles!” 

“Silver-plated saddles, sir,’ Finney said. “They're a spe- 
cialty of a saddlery in Hermosillo. It’s run by a hell of a nice 
guy named—” 

“I don’t want to know!” Falconi snapped. 
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“Yes, sir,’ Dealer Finney said. 

“Your area of expertise is a bit complicated,” Falconi said. 
“Just write everything down for me to go over at my leisure” 

Dealer hesitated. “Jeez, sir! I hate like hell to put anything — 
down on paper. It can always be used against you later.” 

“Just list what stores are in our supply room,’ Falconi 
instructed him. 

“Well, sit, I got lists and I got lists? Dealer said. “You 
want the one I got ready for the inspectors or the one that 
shows what's really there” 

- “I want the one that shows what's really there? Falconi 
‘said. 

Dealer smiled and shrugged as he tapped his skull. “That 
particular list is all up here, sir” 

_ “Write it down, Finney. And that’s an order” Falconi said - 
very seriously. 

“Yes, sir!” 

“Now let’s turn our attention to the teams? ‘Falcon said. 
“I’m going to begin a short training program that’s going to 
take us back to the basics—the very basics—of small-unit 
tactics. You can think of it as an extension of Sergeant Ma- 
jor Gordon's close-order drill out there” 

“Good show, sir!” Captain Harry Diggs exclaimed. 

_ “We'll go through the. basic combat formations in the fire 
teams and crew drill in the Fire Support Team,’ Falconi 
said. “This will renew old lessons already learned but grown 
rusty, and give the old and new guys a chance to develop a 
spirit of teamwork and unit integrity” 

.“When do we start, sir?” Chief Warrant Officer Calvin 
Culpepper asked. - 

“Right ‘now? Falconi answered. “You are all dismissed to 
training.” He paused. “With the exception of Dealer Finney. 
I want to have a word with you.” 

Finney displayed_a weak smile. “Yes, sir” 
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Chapter 4 


Dealer Finney’s wheeling and dealing quickly bore fruit. 
The three vehicles—one jeep and two deuce-and-a-half 
trucks—arrived the day following the staff meeting. Evi- 
dently, the intrepid supply sergeant’s right-hand man, Al, 
was a very fast operator when it came to moving refrigera- 
tors and trucks. 

Acting as if it was a normal part of military life, Dealer, 
helped by Malpractice McCorckel and Sparks Lawton, took 
delivery of the conveyances at Hai Cat’s front gate and drove 
them to a hastily constructed motor pool behind the Black 
Eagle headquarters building. Inquiries by the garrison mili- 
tary police were brushed aside with some quick double-talk 
and a confusing stack of paperwork. 

While the trio of staff noncommissioned officers made a 
minute check on each vehicle, Sergeant Major Top Gordon 
tended to his paperwork in his office. Personnel records had 
to be checked and brought up to date and duty rosters writ- 
ten for the housekeeping and security chores of the detach- 
ment. Although Top growled and bitched a lot, he really was 
in a good mood. He was glad to be back in a real topkick’s 
job again, with a unit that needed a sergeant major to keep 
things moving along smoothly. In fact, he was positively 

" ecstatic as he typed up the guard roster. 

Meanwhile, Colonel Robert Falconi took Fire Teams Al- 
pha and Bravo out for some of the basics he wanted to re- 
instill in his men. They all went to an open field on the © 
north side of Hai Cat. The meadow offered plenty of space 
where it spread out before a thick patch of jungle. - 
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Each fire team was organized the same way —leader, auto- 
matic rifleman, grenadier, and two riflemen—and the men 
had distinct duties to perform. The team leader, as senior 
man, was the group’s commander. His basic responsibilities 
were the effective employment of the team, its fire discipline 
and control, and the condition of men, weapons, and equip- 
ment. 

‘In regular line units a corporal or sergeant carried on 
these functions, but in the Black Eagles, with their clandes- 
- tine and specialized combat roles, a hell of a lot more hinged 
on the job. Particularly because circumstances generally dic- 
tated that they operate independently of one another. That 
was why two commissioned officers with plenty of combat 
experience, Captain Ray Swift Elk and Captain Harry 
Diggs, each acted as fire team leaders. 

The automatic riflemen in each team, Paulo Garcia and 
Arnie Bledsoe, were the assistant leaders in addition to be- 
-ing tasked with the responsibility for providing accurate and 
timely full-automatic fire from their M16s. This called for 
special talents and an inborn ability to make quick judgment 
of the necessity and placement of the firing as well as its 
accurate delivery. 

Steve Matsuno and Carlos Margo were given the honor of 
serving as grenadiers. In reality, they were each a walking 
mini-artillery piece charged with giving close-in fire support _ 
to their respective teams.in both defense and attack. To per- ‘ 
form those vital duties, they carried M16 rifles with M203 
grenade-launchers that kicked out nasty 40-millimeter pro- 
jectiles of different sorts. There were M397 air bursts, M433 
anti-armor and antipersonnel rounds, M583A1 white-star 
parachute flares, and some particularly nasty devices called 
M576s, which were buckshot. The latter proved quite useful 
in close-in, all-out fighting when there wasn’t a lot of time 
for aiming and taking a lot of shots. That was typical of the 
jungle fighting in which the Black Eagles seemed to be con- 
tinually involved. In that violent environment, contact with 
the enemy was always at extremely close range, something 
that Blue Richards described as “eyeball-to-eyeball.” 
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Finally the riflemen, Nigel Ordway-Beckett, Trang Ngo, 
Ky Luyen, and Park Song, acted as conventional infantry, 
employing semi-automatic fire under the team leaders’ di- 
rection. They, like unsung hero foot soldiers everywhere, - 
_ were the backbone of any operation. Of course, if things 
turned a bit nastier than usual, they could flip their selectors 
over to full-auto and join Paulo Garcia’s and Arnie Bledsoe’s 
efforts. 

Falconi had decided to work the fire teams together that 
morning to develop some cohesion and rapport between 
them, because of the number of new men who were not only 
relative strangers to one another, but also had had no prior 
contact with the “old sweats” of the Black Eagles. Everyone 
had to get used to each other. This was a vital necessity 
when, out of a force of twenty-three men, eleven had been 
assigned only recently. 

The colonel, with the teams formed up in front of him, 
addressed his men: “Now listen up. The first thing we're 
- going to do is go over the basic formations and when we use 
them in combat situations. He noted that the men’s eyes 
seemed to glaze over at the prospect. “Just remember”. he 
reminded them, “that in the National Football League, they 
start each season with a review of the basics of the game. 
The most complicated plays and strategy begin with the 
fundamentals of blocking, running, and passing. After those 
are brought back up to par, the more complicated patterns 
and formations are worked out. That system is doubly im- 
portant for us. There are no referees to blow whistles and 
throw penalty flags, and our game doesn’t stop just because 
somebody is injured. If Malpractice can’t pull the hurt man . 
out, he dies there. 

The men showed a greater interest. Sergeant Nigel 
Ordway-Beckett raised his hand. “I say, sir, what might be 

the first formation we shall go over today?” 
' “The first is the squad column,’ Falconi answered. He 
pointed to Steve Matsuno. “When does that come in 
handy?” 

The Japanese-American quickly spoke up. “It’s used for 
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speed and control when moving through jungle, sir. Or any 
other situation of poor or limited visibility like smoke, mon- 
soon rain, or fog”” Then he added, “It’s done with one fire 
team behind the other.’ 

“Excellent,” Falconi said. “What. about the squad as aki 
mishers, Margo?” - 

The Philippine sergeant snapped to attention and recited 
by rote, “The squad as skirmishers is formed with the fire 
teams abreast in one line. It is used to cross open ground in 
the most rapid manner and”—he grinned—“during my fa- 
vorite part of soldiering: the attack!” 

Falconi nodded. “And the last one we'll be employing in 
_ this morning's exercise is the squad diamond. How about i it, 
- Ngo?” 

The ARVN ranger proudly answered in his epsked En-. 
glish. “We use squad diamond when all-around security is 
needed. Has firé team on each side, spread out in formation 
that look like diamond. That why it is called squad dia- 
morid”” 

- “Very good,’ Falconi said. “So let’s put all this talk into 
effect.” He double-timed out to a spot and held his hands 
together over. his head while bending his elbows. This was 
the hand-and-arm signal for the formation he wanted. To 
emphasize it, he also shouted, “Squad diamond!” 
’ The fire teams, with Alpha to the right and Bravo fo the 
_ left, ran out and formed into the proper formation. 

“Show me your areas of fire responsibilities!” Falconi 
yelled. 

Each man pointed his weapon in the direction he was 
charged with firing at any attacking cnt 

“Move out!” Falconi ordered. 

_ They moved across the open field, each man simulating 
the actual combat situation. When they entered the patch of 
jungle, Falconi quickly got them into a squad column. Ray 
Swift Elk took his team forward as Harry Diggs held his up. 
In this information they penetrated the tangled mass of veg- 
etation. When they emerged on the other side, Falconi again 

’ went into action. 
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“Enemy front! As skirmishers!” 

The column instantly turned into a line, of skirmishers. 

“Move out!”. 

Shouting and yelling, “Bang! Bang!” the two teams simu- 
lated an attack as they rushed forward. It was all a lot of fun, © 
but they also worked hard at keeping the formation dressed 
properly as they ran forward. This was the start of the team- 
work that Falconi wanted to instill in his men. 

While the rifle teams went through their workout, the Fire 
Support Team under Chief Warrant Officer Calvin Culpep- 
per was not just lounging around. 

Calvin kept both crews—one under Gunnar Olson and 
the other under Books Bracken—jumping through the 
hoops on crew drill. They started with the 81-millimeter 
mortars complete with their infamous heavy base plates. 
The men ran through the routine of setting up the weapons, 
attaching sights, and going through dry-firing exercises over 
and over again. Calvin broke up the monotony by having 
the men change jobs so that each member of the team 
worked out as gunner, assistant gunner, and ammunition 
-bearer. ; 

After an hour, they were sweat-soaked and panting in the 
tropical heat. Calvin gave them a break by switching over to 
the smaller 60-millimeters. Everything—tubes, base plates, 
tripods, and dummy ammo—was lighter, but that meant 
only that they could perform the drill more times in an 
hour’s training period. 

From there they moved on to the three types of machine 
guns they served. The M70s and heavy Brownings got the 
. most attention because they would be used more. But 
Calvin also saw to it that the team familiarized themselves 
with the outmoded .30 Browning as well. In guerrilla war- 
fare, a soldier never knew what tools he would end up using. 
Unfortunately for the gunners, that particular machine gun 
added up to some fifty pounds of metal to tote around. 

Once again breathing hard and dripping perspiration, 
Calvin’s weaponsmen earned their pay as they increased 
their speed and coordination, forming the Fire Support 
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Team into an excellent, efficient, well-oiled combination of 
deadly men and machines. It was Books Bracken who 
summed it up during a ten-minute break when he impetu- 
ously addressed the group: 

“I strongly sense a growing atmosphere consisting of a 
correlation of timing, coordination, and exertion in our ef- 
forts at operating this weaponry. It is much like what Mar- 
cus Aurelius meant when he said, ‘We are made for 
cooperation, like feet, like hands, like eyelids, like the rows 
of upper and lower teeth’? Comrades-in-arms, we have be- 
come a fleet league of servers and operators.” He looked at 
the other weaponsmen. “I trust I am not unaccompanied in 
this opinion.” 

“How do we know, Books?” Calvin said with a frown. 
“Nobody can ever figger out what the hell you're talking 
about.” 

* “Begging your pardon, sir,’ Books said, a bit miffed. “My 
ability to express my thoughts is more than adequate. As a 
matter of fact, I take a great deal of pride—” 

“Books!” Calvin interrupted. He held up the team’s Prick- 
Six radio. “Don’t ever talk into this thing if a quick, clear 
message has got to be broadcast. Understand?” 

“Yes, sir” Books said sullenly. . 

* Galvin looked at the rest of the team. “What the hell are 
you gaping at?” He took a deep breath, then hollered. “Fire 
mission!” 

Everyone scrambled to his place on the mortars. 

A couple of kilometers away, the most unusual element of 
the unique Black Eagles was having its own FTX—Field 
Training Exercise. 

The Goons, under the inelegant leadership of Staff Ser- 
geant Loco Padilla, worked hard at practicing their skills in 
land navigation. The previous evening, Falconi had mapped 
out a compass course, and the Goons now shot the azimuths 
and followed the invisible routes indicated by the number on 
their compass cards. 

_ These triplets of ees Archie Dobbs, and 
Blue Richards— had been handpicked for the job by. Falconi. 
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As Goons, they were the odd-job boys who would fill in on 
those little tasks that needed an extra touch of sneakiness, 
violence, or just plain nastiness. Loco was a staff sergeant 
out of the U.S. Marines’ First Force Recon, where he had 
gotten the nickname “Loco”—“Crazy” in Spanish. Blue 
Richards was an Alabamian who had been named after his 
pa’s favorite huntin’ dawg— and he was damned proud of it; 
he was a member of the Navy Seals. Archie Dobbs, reputed 
to be the best damned scout and compass man in the United 
States Army, was a veteran Green Beret from the Fifth Spe- 
cial Forces. 

During breaks in the compass course, they amused them- 
selves with knife-throwing contests in which the big spenders 
sometimes bet as high as a quarter on the outcome. Also, 
Blue showed off by demonstrating how fast he could shinny 
up a tree. He was so good that Archie was amazed. “Howd 
you learn to climb like that?” 

“Well” Blue drawled, “My pa and his dawg Blue would 
tree a coon. Then I'd go up there and get him so’s we could 
save on ammo.” He grinned. “The dawg was Ol Blue and I 
was Young Blue, though pa allus said he had trouble telling 
us apart.” He spat a stream of tobacco. “But I knowed he was 
funnin’ me, ’cause Blue’s ears was a tad floppier’n mine” 

“And you guys call me ‘Loco’!” Loco laughed. 

The morning passed with all four groups hard at work. 
Typewriters clacked in the Command Element, the fire 
teams ran up and down in simulated combat situations, the 
Fire Support Team went through dry firing, and the Goons 
worked hard with compass and map to follow the course laid 
down by their commanding officer. 

And Chuck Fagin walked onto the scene. 

The short, plump man with the puffy face and whiskey- 
reddened nose was the Central Intelligence Agency case offi- 
cer assigned to the Black Eagles. He stood there for a long 
time watching the detachment go through their paces. Fi- 
nally Falconi noticed him. Fagin smiled and waved. 

Falconi noticed that the CIA man carried his beat-up old 
canvas briefcase with him. So did the men. Paulo Garcia 
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nudged Ordway-Beckett. “See that?” 
“*You mean that rather dumpy chap with the tacky-look- 
ing case in his hand?” Nigel asked. 

“Yeah, Paulo said. “That’s our CIA rep. And when he’s 
carrying that briefcase it means only one thing. We’re going 
on a mission, and pretty damned quick too. That’s how he 
delivers the operations plans to us.” 

Falconi turned the group over to Ray Swift Elk and strode 
across the meadow to Fagin. “Hello, Chuck” 

' "Hello, Falconi,’ Fagin replied. “Getting shaped up, I see” 

“That’s right,” Falconi replied. He ponies to the brief- 
case. “How soon do we leave?” 

“I don’t know,” Fagin said with a wink. He looked at his 
watch. “Let’s see what time it is.” 
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Chapter 5 


The Black Eagles went on special status immediately fol- 
_ lowing CIA operative Chuck Fagin’s arrival. The detach- 
ment was officially listed on the Hai Cat garrison 
SITREP- Situation Report—as being in “Isolation.” 

And that was exactly what it was. 

The missions of the Black Eagles were highly classified. 
In fact, it was beyond Top Secret. A few more secur- 

‘ity clearances such as SNTK (Special Need To Know), 

CRYPTO/COMSEC (Crypto/Communications Security), 
and OPSEC (Operations Security) were also tacked on to 
the clearances needed to access the detachment. 

This was an absolute necessity because the enemy—and 
even some jealous or overly curious friendly types in the 
intelligence community — would have given just about any- 
thing to find out what Falconi and his boys were up to. 

The Reds, obviously, wanted to know because of the old 
saying, “To be forewarned is to be forearmed.” With sabo- 
tage and espionage running rampant in South Vietnam, the 
only way to guarantee complete secrecy was to take the de- 
tachment completely out of circulation. Let no one into, nor 
anyone out of, their area unless it was absolutely necessary. 

Their compound of three bungalows was surrounded by a 
high, electrified barbed-wire fence at all times. Normally the 

‘ power was off and the front and back gates open. But during 
the isolation phase everything closed down and there were 
enough volts shooting through that fence to fry any intruder _ . 
into a “crispy critter” if he so much as brushed against it. 
Even with that precaution, MP guards stationed at each 
gate would let no one in or out without proper authority. 
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When Chuck Fagin brought his briefcase packed with 
OPLANs, he also had orders from Brigadier General James 
Taggart’s office in SOG for the Black Eagles to go into isola- 
tion immediately and without delay. No prior arrangements 
with family, girlfriends, or even other duty responsibilities 
were allowed or tolerated. Violation of the precepts of isola- 
tion were dealt with immediately and severely. 

But that phase of the mission was more than simply sepa- 
rating the detachment from the rest of the world. It was also 
the time spent in preparing for the upcoming mission. The 
OPLAN had to be turned into an OPORD, or Operation 
Order, and this could be done only by firming up schedules, 
locations, materials, personnel, special assignments, enemy 
activities, and other vital information into a workable docu- 
ment that would dictate how the operation would be carried 
out. This was done by assigning each Black Eagle certain 
areas of responsibility in which he would consolidate all that 
good poop into a briefing that would be held prior to head- 
ing out on the mission. 

Within an hour of Fagin’s arrival, all the Black Eagles 
were hunched over documents as they prepared their indi- 
vidual portions of the briefing. The detachment members 
that were without those administrative responsibilities were 
assigned to help the men preparing the OPORD. 

The busiest man was Sergeant First Class Dealer Finney. 
As the supply man, he had not only to figure out what was 
needed to ensure a successful mission, but he had to acquire 
the stuff and bring it in. That was where the vehicles he’d 
“organized” came in handy. With Gunnar Olson assigned as 
a driver and Archie Dobbs and Blue Richards to tote and 
fetch, the enterprising supply sergeant was constantly com- 
ing and going as Falconi and others sent him requisitions 
that had to be filled. 

Inside the bungalow, typewriters clacked, coffee was con- 
sumed, and constant coming-and-going and numerous con- 
ferences kept the activity at a high level: No one slept very 
much that night, as the midnight oil burned brightly. Only 
* toward dawn were any of the men able to get a quick nap 
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before getting up and getting back to the work at hand. 
Finally, at mid-morning the last document was prepared and 
approved by Falconi and everyone felt that all the skull work 
was finally over. 

A half-hour break was taken when a hot meal was brought 
in for them. The men quickly consumed the food, then took 
what few minutes were left over to nap again until] Sergeant 
Major Top Gordon’s loud voice broke into their rest like an 
81-millimeter shell slamming into an R&R center: 

“Awright! Drop your cocks and grab your socks! Ever’ 

‘swinging dick outta them bunks and into the classroom! 
Move it! Move it!” 

Grumbling and mumbling sleepily, the Black Eagles 
stumbled into the chamber generally used for instruction. 
They were surprised to see a large coffeemaker perking on a 
table off to one side. This was another of Sergeant first Class 
Dealer Finney’s accomplishments. Gratefully and happily, 
the men got themselves cups of hot coffee. 

Folding chairs had been arranged auditorium-style and a 
map of the operational area was tacked to the wall. Colonel 
Robert Falconi, slim and muscular, stood in front of it wait- 
ing for the men to settle down. When all were seated, he 
greeted them with a loud, “Good morning, men!” 

“Good morning, sir!” 

“Isn’t life in the Black Eagles wonderful?” Falconi asked. 
“Where else can you loll around in bed three hours out of 
every twenty-four?” 

A few polite and tired chuckles responded to the joke. 

“You all know Chuck Fagin,’ Falconi said, pointing to the 

_CIA man standing in the back of the room. 

“Hello, guys,’ Fagin said. 

A few hisses and catcalls answered his greeting. 

“He loves you too,” Falconi said. “He'll be around to go 
after any information we weren’t able to dig out of the 
OPLAN, Now let’s get down to business. We have a mission 
which has been titled Operation Nguy-Hiem War Zone by 
the brass. Simply stated, we have been ordered to go into 

_ the remote areas of the Central Highlands and neutralize 
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Viet Cong guerrilla units operating there.” 

Archie Dobbs held up his hand. “Sir, what does neutraliz- 
ding them mean, exactly?” 

“Thats G3 talk for killing them, Archie” Falconi an- 
swered. “Or capturing them or running them off. What 
we're supposed to do js end their activities there.” 

“The only way to do that,” Archie pointed out, “is to kill 
them. So why doesn’t the brass just say so?” 

Chuck Fagin interrupted. “I can answer that one. It’s silly 
as hell, but the boys in intelligence and security simply don’t 
like to come right out and call a spade a spade. They're 
‘more comfortable simply referring to it as a readily identifi- 
able card” - 

Books Bracken. spoke up. “I find the locution completely 
sufficient for comprehension” 

“Stick it up your ass, Books,” Archie growled. 

--“A foreseen and weak riposte from an antediluvian,” 
Books said, with a disapproving glare at the Goon: 

“Jesus Christ, Books, do you speak English?” Archie 
asked. 

“Shut your fucking yap, Dobbs!” Top barked. 

“That I understand? Archie said under his breath. 

Falconi took over once again. “To continue the briefing, 
we'll hear the intelligence segment from Captain Diggs.” 

The Australian officer went to the front of the room. The 
expression on his face quickly dispelled any optimistic 
thoughts of going up against a weak opponent. “The enemy 
we are facing out there is a strong, well-organized, Viet 
Cong unit directed by the area commander of the North 
Vietnamese Army.’ 

“Excuse me, sir,’ Steve Matsuno said. “Does that mean 
the guerrillas’ activities are linked to the operations of the 
NVA in the area?” 

“Exactly, Diggs answered. “The VC have been viciously 
hitting villages, supply depots, motor pools, roads, and 
other strategic and tactical targets time and time again. 
These raids have made it almost impossible to develop a 
meaningful resistance against North Vietnamese units oper- 
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ating in that war zone” 

- Again Chuck Fagin stepped in. “Let me coaphadine an- 
other point. The VC have been particularly ruthless toward 
the civilian population in the area as well. Executions and 
kidnappings have been common.” 

Now Sergeant Carlos Margo of the Philippine Army had 

a question. “Why not send in helicopter-borne infantry bat- 
talions? Surely they can deal with such a situation” 
_ Captain Diggs shook his head. “That was tried on numer- 
ous occasions. Unfortunately without getting good results. 
The VC simply melted away and stayed hidden until the 
large units withdrew from the operational area. Then they 
renewed their deadly harassment campaign. An outfit like 
ours, that can go in and stay there to slug it out with the 
bastards, is what’s needed. We are small, self-sufficient, and 
have no turnover in personnel.” 

“Except for casualties of course,” Sergeant = Czeweszeski 
added. 

- “Of course,” Diggs agreed. “Any more snieatatia™ 

“What is the strength of the VC units?” Paulo Garcia 
asked. 

“Unknown,” Diggs said. 

“And their weaponry?” the Korean marine Park Song 
asked. 

“Unknown” 

“T say!” Ordway-Beckett eeciniied: “We're going in there 
on the blind, are we not?” 

“That is true, Captain Diggs said. “Now, if there are no 
more questions, I shall turn the briefing over to Captain 
Swift Elk, who will enlighten you on the concept of the 
mission.” 

Ray Swift Elk, a full-blooded Oglala Sioux, who 
had come into the army off a South Dakota reservation, 
strode to the front of the room. A former enlisted man, he’d 
won his commission while slugging it out with the Reds over 
a long period of time with the Black Eagles. “The concept of 
Operation Nguy-Hiem War Zone is simple,” Swift Elk said. 
“At 0600 hours in the morning, two H-34 choppers are go- 
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ing to come in on the Hai Cat landing pad and pick us up. 
We'll fly out to the operational area here—” he indicated the 
‘position on the map. “At that point we will set up a base 
camp. Then we'll begin searching out the enemy. by sending 
the Goons on various heli-borne reconnaissance patrols until 
they locate the VC — any VC. At this point we’re not particu- 
lar which group we get first.’ 

“So what do the Goons do?” Sergeant First Class Arnie 
Bledsoe: asked. “Take on the bastards by themselves?” . 

Swift Elk shook his head. “No. They'll contact the main 
body back at the base camp and we'll go in and take what- 
ever action Colonel Falconi deems best.” 

One of the Goons, Petty Officer Blue Richards, stood up. 
“This kinda sounds like we're a-playin’ this here operation by 
ear, Cap'n. Ain't there a master plan or nothin’?” 

“Did you see one in the OPLAN or OPORD?” Swift Elk 
asked. 7 

“I sure din’t, sir” Blue said. “I reckon this means that us 
Black Eagles is on our own as usual and foller what Colonel 
Falconi always says, Do or Die!” _ 

‘ “You got it” Swift Elk said. “Any more questions or com- 
ments? Good. Now Mister Culpepper will fill you in on fire 
support.” 

The chief warrant officer was brief and to the point. “T'll 
back you boys up with 60-millimeter mortars. Those are the 
only ones they've given us enough ammo for. I know you'd 
prefer the 81s, but these crews of mine can play any tune 
you call for on them |i] ol’ 60s. Just remember your forward 
observer procedures and keep from having them mortar 
shells dropped on your own asses.” 

“What about machine-gun support, sir?” the sergeant ma- 
jor wanted to know. 

“We'll have one .50,” Calvin answered. “Sorry, guys, but 
we can’t be lugging mortars and a bunch o’ machine guns 

. too. Now I'll turn this over to Chief Petty Officer Sparks 
Lawton for the commo portion of the briefing” 

The old salt walked up in front of the men. “We're using 
two: kinds o’ radios. The main job is gonna be with the 
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. Command Element and that’s an AN/PRC-77. It'll let us 
talk with any of the teams no matter how far out they get, 
and we can still contact Hai Cat here, too.” 

Sergeant Trang Ngo held up his hand. “What are our call 
signs, Chief Petty Officer?” 

“Listen up now; this is important,’ Sparks said.’ “The 
Command Element is Falcon. The Goons are Goon. The 
Alpha and Bravo Teams use their reg’lar names and the Fire 
Support Team will be Bang. Everbody got that? You damn 
well better, ‘cause out there if I don’t recognize a call sign 
__ that’s being used I'll figger the VC has broke into our net. T'll 
shut things down so goddamned quick your heads will spin. 
Remember! Falcon! Goon! Alpha! Bravo! Bang! That’s it. 
Now Sergeant McCorckel will give the medical part of the 
briefing” 

“You've all been given a personal aid kit,” Malpractice 
McCorckel said. “And remember that the damned things 
belong to you individually. So if your buddy gets hit, don’t 
use your stuff to treat him. All that'll accomplish is that he'll 
get evacuated with his medical kit and you'll be there with 
whatever is left in yours.” He looked at Archie. “So, what do 
you do if Blue gets hit?” 

“I take his wallet, ring, and Rolex watch? Archie an- 
swered. “Then I hide the Alabama sonofabitch under a 
bush? 

Malpractice’s face reddened with anger. “You listen to 
me, goddamn you, Archie! I don’t joke when it comes to 
taking care of casualties, and don’t you, neither!” 

“Sorry, Malpractice,’ Archie said. “Tll treat his wounds 
with his own medical kit.’ 

“If something has happened to his kit, like it was lost, 
what do you do?” 

“Then, by God, Pll use my own and damn the results,” 
Archie said defiantly. 

“And what if yours is gone?” Malpractice asked. 

“What else can be done in a case like that?” Archie re- 
marked. “Stop the bleeding and treat for shock.’ 

"That's it,” Malpractice said. “Tll have a field surgical kit 
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in the base camp so if you come in really bad off, I can give 
you some lifesaving treatment so you can survive an evacua- . 
tion back to a reg’lar hospital. In case there’s a problem 
getting a casualty back to me, the team leaders have special 
packs that will allow them to keep you alive and out of pain 
until I can get to you.” 

“Providing we ain’t got a hole big enough to drive one o’ 
them deuce-and-a-halfs through,” Archie said. 

“Exactly,” Malpractice agreed. “War is hell, remember? 
Now, on the sanitation side, cover up your mess after you 
take a crap, don’t piss in your bivouac area, take care of 
minor cuts and scrapes on account o’ they can get infected 
easy out in the jungle, and either boil water before you 
drink it or put purification tablets in it. That’s it. I hope like 
hell this has al} been useless bullshit. I don’t want none o’ 
you boys to get hit.” 

“Thanks, Malpractice,’ someone said from the crowd. 

‘Til turn things over to Dealer Finney,’ Malpractice said. 

Finney, so busy he had a clipboard with him holding tasks 
yet to take care of, spoke rapidly. “We got resupply for 
everthing from SOG. Frankly, I don’t think they’re worth a 
shit, so I’ve fixed up some stuff here in our own supply room 
that we can fetch faster. The only problem will be helicopter - 
support. In the case of the need for'a chopper on a combat 
mission, the supply takes second priority. That’s it in a nut- 
shell.” He looked toward the back of the room. “Loco!” 

Loco Padilla stayed where he was. He simply stood up. 
‘Tm supposed to tell you about the terrain. It’s mountainous 
jungle that’s impassable in some parts and hard to get 
around in others. You're gonna sweat, strain, piss, and 
moan just to move a few hundred meters. It’s easy to set up 
ambushes there and easier to get ambushed. Naturally, all 
our fighting is going to be close-in, so I recommend that the 
grenadiers keep those M576 buckshot rounds handy. That’s 
it” He sat back down. 

Colonel Falconi went to the head of the room. He looked 
over at Chuck Fagin. “Anything else to add?” 

“Only that this mission is important for our war effort,” 
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Fagin said. “And keep in mind there’s a lot of innocent folks 
out there caught between the rock and the hard place. What 
you'll do is make things a little easier for them” 

“Thanks, Chuck,’ Falconi said. He gave the roomful of 
jungle fighters a meaningful look. “Men, here we go again. 
Its tough or we wouldn’t be called in on it. We've been 
through worse perhaps—better maybe—but who knows 
until we’re out there to see for ourselves. ’'m proud of you 
and know that you'll do your best. I can ask nothing more of 
you. I would also like to remind you that I believe in aggres- 
siveness. Only through active offensive operations will we be 
able to win. That’s why we always live by our motto of 
Calcitra Clunts-- Kick Ass!” 

“Yes, sir!” the men responded. 

“Sergeant Major?” Falconi barked. “Front and center!” 

Top Gordon bellowed, “Detachment, tin-HUT?” Every 
man leaped to his feet and stood at attention as the senior 
noncommissioned officer marched to the front of the room 
and saluted. “Reporting as ordered, sir!” 

“Take charge of the detachment, Sergeant Major” Colonel 
Falconi said. He returned the salute and left the room with 
Captain Ray Swift Elk, Captain Harry Digger, Chief War- 
rant Officer Calvin Culpepper, and Chuck Fagin. 

The sergeant major looked at the roomful of men. “You 
all have final preparations of weapons and equipment. Re- 
member that we leave at 0600 tomorrow morning. Have a 
few beers if you want, but when I hold that 0430 First Call, 
TI want you wide-eyed and bushy-tailed.” He scowled into the 
crowd. “You got that, Archie Dobbs?” 

“I sure do, Sergeant Major!” Archie responded. 

“What about your pal Blue Richards?” Top inquired. 

‘Tl be readier’n a two-bit whore for a six-bit customer, 
Sergeant Major,’ Blue promised. 

Top nodded but continued to scowl. “Dis-MISSED!” 

The men took deep breaths and shouted, Calcitra Clunis!” 

Operation Nguy-Hiem War Zone was under way. 
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Chapter 6 


The thundering Huey UH1B helicopter swept in low over 
the tree lines, its prop wash bouncing the upper limbs about 
as if they were caught in hurricane winds. The force of the 
engine-created gale blasted leaves free to swirl violently 
through the air. 

Four men sat on the deck of the aircraft, their legs dan- 
gling outside as it came in over the unsecured landing zone 
on the mountaintop. The pilot eased back and the helicopter 
settled down slowly before hovering a scant two meters 
above the ground. The passengers— Loco Padilla, Archie 
Dobbs, Blue Richards, and Gunnar Olson—leaped to terra 
firma. The Huey then zipped upward and sped away as the 
quartet of Black Eagles fanned out in different directions 
toward the jungle area bordering the rolling meadow. _ 

The scouting patrol performed an. inelegant maneuver 
called “reconnaissance by fire,” in which they made a quick, 
violent, expeditious search for enemy in the vicinity by sim- 
ply emptying magazines of 5.56-millimeter bullets into po- 
tential areas of concealment. Four M16s on full automatic 
blasted into the surrounding rain forest as the men pulled 
off the fiery scouting mission. 

Loco, Archie, and Blue performed the task as their regu- 
lar duties in the Goon Team. Gunnar Olson was Chief War- 
rant Officer Calvin Culpepper’s representative from the Fire 
Support guys. His job was to find a good place to set up the 
mortars. Heavy weaponry was not simply placed helter-skel- 
ter in an operations area. Such factors as range, overhead 
obstacles, levelness of the ground, and clear areas of fire had 
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to be taken into consideration. It was a job for an experi- ° 
enced man. 

Finally, satisfied there wasn’t-even a single Viet Cong in 
the area, Loco got on his radio. “Falcon, he said into the 
mouthpiece, “This is Goon. The Lima Zulu is secured. I say 
again. The Lima Zulu is secured. Calcitra Clunis. Come on 
in. Over? 

Using the unit’s Latin motto was additional information 
that confirmed the transmission was on the up-and-up. If 
Loco had been forced to broadcast the landing zone was 
secure, he would have omitted those words, and the Black 
Eagle commander would have been warned off. 

Satisfied all was truly well, Colonel Robert Falconi’s voice 
crackled back. “Roger, Goon. Out.” 

Within moments, two more helicopters, this time larger 
H34s, came into view. They flew in slowly. Instead of hover- 
ing above the ground, they came all the way in for proper 
landings. The men inside, the remainder of the Black Eagle 
Detachment, leaped out, dragging their personal gear and 
organizational equipment with them. It took only a couple 
of moments to completely empty the choppers. 

At Falconi’s signal the aircraft pulled up, then flew off into 
the distance, leaving the area strangely quiet after the roar 

_of their engines. 

“Alpha Team!” Falconi shouted. “North and east perime- 
ter. Bravos take the west and south. Move it!” 

Captains Ray Swift Elk and Harry Diggs barked orders 
setting their small commands into motion. The men rushed 
to their positions and quickly settled down to dig fighting 
holes and clear fields of fire. 

Meanwhile, Gunnar Olson, who wasted no time in re- 
joining his regular unit now that the initial scouting mission 
was finished, quickly reported in to his own Fire Support 
Team to link up with his boss, Chief Warrant Officer Calvin 
Culpepper. 

“I picked a good site for the mortars, sir. We can cover 360 
degrees. And no tree branches above to get in the way of 
outgoing rounds,’ Gunnar said. 
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’ “Good work? Calvin said. He motioned to the rest of the 
team to follow. Laden with mortars, ammo, and a Browning 
:50-caliber heavy machine gun, the heavy weaponsmen 
lumbered after the two to the position Gunnar had chosen. 
They, like the fire teams, wasted no time in setting up for 
action. 

Sergeant Major Top Gordon had his own particular duties 
to tend to. He saw to it that the Command Element and the 
Goons were well established. That included meeting the 
double requirements of cover and camouflage. The senior 
noncommissioned officer was a stickler for detail, and he 
kept the pressure on as the men labored to finish the deadly 
important task. 

After setting up a command post—which involved no 
more than digging a shelter and stretching some buttoned- 
together ponchos over it— the men turned to their respective 

While that most necessary job was being completed, the 
detachment’s surly top sergeant went from work detail to 
work detail, making constant checks and corrections where 
he thought it necessary. 

Sparks Lawton took advantage of Blue Richards’s climb- 
ing skills to get a good aerial setup in the top of the highest 
tree. When the wire was strung down and hooked into the 

‘AN/PRC-77 radio, Sparks made a commo check with Hai 
Cat. The results pleased him. ; 

“We're reading and being read five-by, Sergeant Major,’ - 
he announced to Top Gordon. 

Dealer Finney and Archie Dobbs were not simply lying 
around. They set up a supply depot complete with tarpaulin 
cover and camouflage. All rations, ammo, and extra gear 
were quickly stored and ready for issue when and where 
needed. After Top made a couple of variations in the place- 
ment of the covering, he went over to check out Malpractice 
McCorckel’s dispensary. 

The medical sergeant’s position was almost identical to ° 
that of the supply dump, but he had made the extra effort to 
see that both canvas and ponchos were spread out on the 
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floor. It would be impossible for Malpractice to keep his 
small treatment center sterile and germ-free, but he was 
determined that it would be as clean as possible. There were 
places for casualties to be laid as well as a small operating 
area with a portable surgical table and cabinets. 

“I hope this stays unused,’ Top said. 

“Me, too,” Malpractice said. 

' Finally, the picky sergeant major was satisfied enough to 
report in to the detachment commander. “Sir, the Command 
Element is prepared and waiting.” 

Falconi, who had just come in from inspecting the perim- 
eter, nodded. “Thank you, Sergeant Major. I would say the 
base camp is set up.” 

“Then we're ready to go, sir?” 

“Right. Get the Goon Team.over here? Falconi said. He 
settled down in the command post and pulled his map from 
his trouser pocket. 

Moments later Loco Padilla, along with Archie Dobbs 
and Blue Richards, made an appearance. “We're going out 
today, huh, sir?” Loco asked. 

“You bet,” Falconi said. “We won't have any idea where 
the Charlies are until you guys find them for us.” The colo- 
nel pointed to an area on the map. “I suggest we start there.” 
He looked over at Sparks. “Call in that Huey.” 

“Aye, aye, sir!” the navy man responded. 

Falconi turned back to Loco. “You guys take rations for 
three meals and a full combat load of ammo. And don’t 
forget your radio.” 

_.“No, sir? Loco assured him. “I’m keeping it with me all 
_ the time” 

“Good? Falconi said. “Draw what you need from Finney, 
then stand by. I don’t want you climbing aboard the aircraft 
right away. I have to meet the pilot before you go out.” 

“Right, sir’ Loco said. He patted Archie’s and -Blue’s 
shoulders. “C’mon, guys.” 

Falconi and Top Gordon had time to eat a can of C- 
rations before they were alerted by the distant sound of the 
approaching helicopter. 
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*" “Plt direct him in, sir,” Top said. He went out to the center 
‘of the, meadow to the point they'd picked as an LZ—the 
Eima Zulu—the Landing Zone. Within a few moments the 
aircraft appeared. It was the same one that had brought in 
the Goons. Under the sergeant major’s guidance the pilot 
rapidly came into the LZ and settled down. On Top's signal, 
he cut the engine and hopped out. 

The pilot was a cheerful, robust man with blond hair and 
an immense handlebar moustache to match. “Howdy, Ser- 
geant Major!” he exclaimed. “I’m Pete Zimbowski at your 
service. Did you boys call for a ride?” 

- Top, always severe and with a very limited good nature, 
-scowled. “What’s your rank, sir?” He knew the pilot had to 
be at least a warrant officer. 

“Hell, ’'m a lieutenant” Then Zimbowski laughed. “But I 
was a sergeant ’til they found out my parents wasn’t mar- 
ried! Haw!” 

“The commanding officer wants to talk to you,” Top said. 
He had never liked that old joke. He thought it disrespectful 
even if he did think a lot of officers were bastards. “This 
“way.” : 

The two walked over to the command post. Zimbowski 
didn’t bother to salute. “I’m Zimbowski, your chopper 
driver? he announced. “What can I do for you?” 

“I just wanted a chance to meet you,’ Falconi said. “I 
* believe you'll be with us throughout the operation.’ 

“That's right” Zimbowski said. “Pll be taking you boys 
anyplace your little hearts desire.” He pointed to his helicop- 
ter. “O’ course if all of you want to go, we got to call in them 
H34s? 

“Sure,” Falconi said. “But right now I’ve got three men to 
take out to a point in the area of operations. Tl show you on 
my map’ 

_ The pilot squatted down and looked. “Oh, yeah. That’s 
about five klicks from here. I know a place where I can let 
. your boys down.” 

“It sounds as if you are well acquainted with the territory,’ 

Falconi said. 
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“I should be,’ Zimbowski said. “This is my second tour in 
the area.” He put his finger on the map. “I crashed there.” 
He moved his finger. “And there” He moved the digit again. 
“And there. There. There. And there.” The chopper pilot 
laughed. “Each time I had to run like hell to keep the Char- 
lies from policing me up. ll bet } got as much time on the 
ground out here as some o’ the infantrymen.” 

“Try not to crash this time, all right?” Falconi-asked. 

“I always try not to crash, believe me!” Zimbowski re- 
marked, grinning. 

Sergeant First Class Arnie Bledsoe, on his way back from 
the supply dump with a couple of ammo boxes in tow, 
sighted the helicopter pilot. “Hey there, Zimbo!” 

Zimbowski Icoked over and waved. “Hey, Arnie! When 
did you leave the Fifth?” 

“A few weeks back,” the ex-Special Forces NCO said, 
walking over. He set down the ammo and offered his hand. 
“Good to see you again. I guess they dropped the charges, 
huh?” Arnie asked. cy 

Hearing that, Falconi looked up with interest. 

“Yeah, Zimbowski said with a grin. “They had to make a 
tradeoff—a seasoned gunship pilot goes to the pokey and 

back to the World or I stay here and fly ’til I get zapped.” 
-  Falconi walked over to the pilot. “Normally I don’t stick 
my nose-where it doesn’t belong, but.in this case 'm going 
to pry, and pry hard, Lieutenant Zimbowski” 

“Yes, sir” Zimbowski said. “Call me Zimbo if you want.” 

“Sure, Zimbo,” Falconi said. “Let’s hear about the trouble 
that Bledsoe is talking about.” 

“It ain’t nothing to worry about, sir,” Arnie interjected. 

“Tl make that decision,” Falconi snapped. 

“Yes, sir!” 

“You're gonna find this hard to believe, Colonel,” Zimbo 
said, “but sometimes I break rules.” 

“No shit?” 

“No shit. Particularly when I think they’re stupid,’ Zimbo 
went on. “One day, about four months ago, I was flying 
support for a bunch o’ guys out of the Fifth Special Forces.” 
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~ “T was one of them?’ Arnie said. 

- °A patrol was out in the boondocks and had railioed i in for 
a’'MEDEVAC? Zimbo went on. “They had a guy that had 
been hit real bad. I got the call and my C.O., a stuffy major, 
wanted to go along. He always had this ‘suspicion about me 
doing unauthorized things, y’see?” 

“I can’t understand that. Gee! You seem like the average, 
normal, run-of-the-mill crazy son of a bitch,’ Falconi said. 
“Go on, Zimbo.” 

“Well, we found the patrol and they signaled us in” Zimbo 
said. “About the time we landed, we started getting fire. 
Luckily the chopper was behind cover so ‘all we had to do 
was wait it out” 

“Not too bad for you” Falconi‘said. 

“Right. And in the meantime the medic there says the 
casualty had died,” Zimbo went on. “Well, I kinda glanced at 
the guy and he did have that dead look. You know what I 
mean? His eyes was half open and his mouth kinda 
sagged —” 

“T’ve seen dead men before.” Falconi said. “Go on” 

“I kept looking at that guy and something told me he 
wasn't dead, so I asked the medic to check him again,’ 
Zimbo said. “He did, and said he was dead. I said he wasn't. 
The major told me to shut up. I said Pm flying the guy out 
because if he looks dead and isn’t, he damned well will be if 
he doesn’t get proper medical care real quick. 

“I can guess what happened,” Falconi said. “The major 
ordered you to stay put because if you took off, you’d fly 
straight into enemy fire.’ 

“That's right,” Zimbo said. “So I says real respectful, Fuck 
you, sir!’ You'll note I called him ‘sir’ A lot of guys would 
have called him a stupid-ass motherfucker, but I got too 
much class to say that. Even if it was true” 

*Go on with the story, Zimbo,’ Falconi said. 

“Yes, sir. So I grabbed the guy and put him aboard. The 
major grabbed me, I socked him and took off with the guy 
and got the chopper hit so bad I crashed a few klicks away” 

"Too bad? Falconi said. 
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“Yeah? Zimbo said. “And it turned out that medic was 
_right. The guy was dead all along.’ 
Falconi looked over at Arnie Bledsoe. “Is he telling the 
truth?” 
_ "Yes, sir? Arnie answered. “I was there and seen the 
whole thing.” 

Falconi offered his hand to Zimbowski. “Zimbo, you can 
fly with the Black Eagles any time.” 

“Tm honored,’ Zimbo said, grinning. 

By that time, the Goons showed up, loaded for beac and 
quickly climbed aboard the chopper. Zimbo waved at 
Falconi and got into the cockpit. In less than a minute the 
aircraft was up and heading for the patrol area. 

Falconi smiled at Arnie Bledsoe. “So our stubborn pilot's 
nickname is Zimbo, huh?” 

“He had another, sir,’ Arnie said. “We also called the crazy 
bastard ‘Rotor Bender: ” 

Falconi thought about the Goons flying with such a pilot. 
“This job is just too damned risky sometimes.” 
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Chapter 7 


- Loco Padilla, closely followed by the other Goons, Archie 
Dobbs and Blue Richards, dove into the brush after the 
quick run from the helicopter to cross the-high-grass open 
space of the impromptu landing zone. 

Under Lieutenant Zimbo Zimbowski’s piloting, the Huey 
roared off into the distance, leaving a strange silence in the 
area. The three Goons took only enough time to readjust 
their equipment before Loco got on the horn. 

“Falcon, this is Goon. Over” he said into me Prick-Six 

radio. : 
“This is Falcon. Over,’ Chief Petty Officer Sparks Lawton ; 
- replied over-the air. He would also be the primary radio 
operator unless it was of utmost importance that Colonel 
Falconi be on the detachment communications net. 

“We are on the ground and beginning the recon. Out.” 
Loco turned off the radio and slung it over his shoulder. The 
Marine sergeant was anxious to get the patrol under way. 
“Archie, take the point. Blue, watch aft” 

“Aye, aye” Blue Richards the sailor said. 

“Why don’t you two jokers knock off that dumbass sailor 
talk?” Archie growled. He imitated a boatswain’s whistle 
then said, “Pipe the admiral through the porthole! Swab 
down the poop deck with the anchor! Loose the mainsail 
and belay the jacob’s ladder!” 

“Yankee landlubber!” Blue smirked. 

“Knock it off, both o’ you!” Loco snapped. 

“Awright! Awright! So where are we going?” Archie 
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asked. “Do you just want me to start walking?” 

Loco shrugged and pointed ahead. “We're gonna do like 
the colonel said, and find some VC to liven up our boring, 
drab existence. So I guess the answer is yeah—start walking, 
_ trooper” 

Archie stepped off, setting up a slow measured pace that 
kept noise down and gave them a chance to give the immedi- 
ate area a good look as they moved along. They had no 
specific destination, since the actual location of the Red 
guerrillas was unknown. And even if the Charlies could be 
pinpointed one day, they would surely have moved their 
camp by the next. Most searches by conventional field com- 
manders were by helicopter. The aircraft, roaring around 
the sky, tipped off the VC, who simply went to cover if they 
weren’t in a mood for a fight that day. 

- Falconi’s approach to the problem was more direct and 
dangerous—with a guarantee to produce results: sneak into 
the middle of the bastards and start some trouble! 

The patrol of Goons moved for two solid hours before 
Loco finally signaled a halt to rest. Traveling on foot 
through the steamy confines of heavy rain forest brush thick 
with vines, thorns, and fronds growing out of soft, dank 
earth was exhausting. If the trio of jungle fighters became 
_ too tired, their vigilance would fall off, making it likely they 
might be discovered through careless noise or exposure. 
Worse yet, they might walk straight into an ambush. 

Sweat-soaked and breathing hard, the three Black Eagles 
settled down to rest in the concealment of a’ stand of cu-nang 
plants. This thick, grasslike jungle flora grew up to five feet 
tall. 

“Talk about that damned needle in a haystack,” Archie 
complained. 

Loco wiped at the perspiration dripping off his nose. 
“Yeah. You can figure out what the old man wants by hav- 
ing us go this route.” 

“You bet” Blue chimed in. He took a drink from one oh 
his canteens. “Falconi is lookin’ for a fight” 

“And we're the boys that’re gonna find it for him,’ Loco 
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said. He slapped at a aying insect. “How're you guys do- 
ing?” « 

“I'm ready to shove off again,” Blue announced. 

Archie stood up. “I'd like to get a fix on our exact loca- 
tion” As the official point man, the direction of travel was 
mostly his responsibility. “I can’t see much from here 
though,” he added with a meaningful look at Blue. 

Taking the hint, the Alabamian pulled off his web gear 
and set it carefully on the ground. Dropping it would have 
made a sound that could attract unwanted attention. Blue 
carried a map and compass with him as he went to the 
nearest tree and quickly but quietly climbed to the top. Loco 
. and Archie went on the alert in case of attack. 

When he was up in the highest branches, Blue took a 
good look at the surrounding countryside There were no 
good terrain features to note except for a couple of moun- 
taintops that stood out from the thick, rolling jungle. The 
Navy Seal found them on his map, then took the compass 
and shot azimuths to each of them. Drawing the exact read- 
ings in two straight lines, he noted where they came together 
to form an “X? 

That was the exact location Archie wanted to know. 

After Blue returned to the ground, Archie Dobbs made a 
note of where they were. “Look,” he said. “Off to the east the 
ground slopes down really steep. Them contour lines are 
running into each other. Nobody’s crazy enough to go there. 
You couldn't even lay down and take a nap without rolling a 
coupla hunnerd meters down to that river” 

“You're right,” Loco agreed. “How's it look to the east?” 

*A lot of meadows,’ Archie said. “Perfect lima zulus for . 
choppers. I think the Charlies would avoid that place unless 
they're looking for contact” 

Blue shook his head. “From all indications they don’t want 
contact.” 

“So we go north? Archie said. “See?” 

’ “Yeah,” Loco said looking at the map again. “Gentle roll- 

. ing terrain with lots 0’ cover. Lead on, my man.” 

“Let’s go? Archie said. 
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The. three-man patrol once more renewed the. labored 
journey through the uncooperative flora of Southeast Asia. 
Within a few short moments they were again sweating heav- 
ily in the heat that pressed down on them with strength- 
sapping persistence. 

“Hold!” 

Archie’s word made Loco and Blue freeze. They quickly 
glanced around to make sure there was no danger. Blue 
stayed in place while Loco moved forward to see what was 
going on. 

“The Viet Cong have been through here just a short time 
ago,’ Archie said. He pointed to the other side of a bush 
where the buzzing of flies could be heard. 

Loco took a look. “Shit!” 

A dead Vietnamese farmer, his hands tied behind his 
back, lay curled up. He was covered with ants, while flying 
insects concentrated on the gaping, bloody hole where his 
forehead once had been. 

“A shot to the back of the head” Archie surmised, 

“Right,” Loco said. He turned and signaled Blue to come 
forward. 

Blue winced at the sight. “That li’l dude ain’t been there 
long,” he said. “Dead folks is turned to skeletons right quick 
in this part o’ the world” 

“He’s a peasant, ain’t he?” Archie said. 

- “Sure is” Loco remarked. “Prob'ly ran afoul of the local 
Charlies ‘so they made an example of him” 

“Til bet anything he was the headman of a village,” Archie 
said. 

.. “If he ain’t been dead long, that means them Charlies is 
nearby,’ Blue said. “I'd say some shit will be goin’ down here 
right quick.’ 

“Til let Falconi know? Loco said. He turned on his radio. 
"Falcon, this is Goon. Over” 

Once more Chief Sparks Lawton anaesred: “This is Fal- 
con. Over? 

“We're close to the~Victor Charlies,” Loco reported. “We 
found a guy they executed. Over” 
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“Roger; Sparks said. “Wait.” 

A moment later, Falconi’s voice was being broadcast to 
them. “Goon, this is Falcon. Make contact, then haul ass 
back to your original lima zulu. Make them chase you. 
Over? ° 

Loco looked incredulously at his patrolmates. “Is the old 
man going nuts?” ~ 

“Request a ‘say again’ if you ain’t sure what he said,” Ar- 
_chie suggested, although he hadn’t heard the message him- 
self. a 

Loco quickly complied with, “Falcon, say again. Over” 

“Make contact with the Victor Charlies” Falconi said. 
“Make them chase you back to your original Lima Zulu. 
Over” 

Loco took a deep breath. “Wilco. Out” 

Archie and Blue had not heard what was going on be- 
cause the receiver had been pressed close to. Loco’s ear. But 
they had noted the expression on his face. 

“Hey,” Archie said. “What the hell’s going on?” 

“Our orders are to hit the Charlies and make ’em chase us 
back to the landing zone,” Loco said. - 

“You're shittin’ us, right?” Blue asked hopefully. 

“No, Loco said seriously, “I wish I was. Orders is orders, 
boys.” : 

* “What the hell’s the point?” Archie asked. 

“Yeah;” Blue said. “I cain’t figger what’s on the old man’s 
mind. Why start a fight all by ourselves, then hightail it? 
And why back to that open landing zone? There ain’t no 
place to hide there” 

“I guess the colonel wants to kill us,” Archie remarked 
sullenly. 

“He must figger itll help the war effort,’ Blue said 
brightly. 

“Jesus! That don’t cheer nobody up, you dumb shit!” Ar- 
chie said. 

“Enough talk,” Loco said. “If Colonel Falconi wants us to 
make ’em chase us.back he must have a reason. So lead on, 
Archie, and find us them Charlies” 
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“It'll be easier now,’ Archie announced pointing to the 
ground. “There’s tracks to follow. See?” 

Footprints left by the careless execution party that had 
shot the peasant Ied from the body back into the heavy 
brush. Archie carefully followed them for a few meters until 
he came onto a well-traveled trail. He motioned his partners 
forward to show them. 

Loco grinned and whispered, “Welcome to VC country, 
boys? 

“How do you want to walk into this?” Archie asked ner- 
vously. 

_ “Let’s all three of us stay on the same side of the trail? 
Loco said. “There ain’t any sense in getting separated. We'll 
just move forward nice and easy like ’til we see the bastards” 

“Then we open up, right?” Blue asked. 

“On my orders,’ Loco cautioned him. He nudged Archie. 
“Let’s go” 

The trio of Black Eagles walked slowly along the trail, 
staying on the south side. More and more footprints became 
visible in the track’s soft earth as they continued on their 
way. Finally Archie signaled a halt. 

Both Loco and Blue came abreast of him. “What's up?” 
Loco asked. 

“Listen” Archie said softly. 

Loco and Blue held their breaths in an effort to hear. 
Within seconds they picked up what Archie’s keen ears had 
perceived: 

Periodic conversation, a laugh, cough, and even a sneeze. 

“That's our objective, ain’t it?” Blue said. 

“No, Archie said testily. “As far as ’'m concerned, our 
objective is back there at the landing zone. And that’s ex- 
actly where I want to head for as fast as I can after we attack 
those sonofabitches.” 

“Is ever’body locked and loaded?” Loco asked. 

Both Archie and Blue held up their M16s and nodded. 

“Let’s do it” Loco said. “Tl take the lead now” 

‘The patrol moved forward along the trail, holding their 
rifles at high port. They slowed down only a bit as they went 
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around a bend. When they did, they stepped straight into 
the middle of a Viet Cong camp. 

A couple of the VC spotted them simultaneously. For a 
brief second they stared. Finally, one shouted, “Coi churng!” 

Archie responded by shooting the man in the neck. The 
Charlie staggered back. awkwardly, sat down, then flopped 
over as he died. Now Loco and Blue fired rapidly, their 
fusillade smacking into a group of guerrillas. squatting 
around a cookfire. 

“Haul ass!” Loco ordered. 

Archie and Blue immediately obeyed. 

Reports of AK47 fire exploded from the camp. Zinging, 
whistling rounds whipped through the air around the Black 
Eagles as they ran back up the trail, 

“They'll be after us in about two seconds,” Loco said. 
“Shake it out, guys!” 

But the other two Goons had already gone up to full 
speed, their former heat-induced fatigue completely forgot- 
ten in the excitement of the moment. All they, or Loco, too, 
could think-of was putting a lot of distance between them- 
selves and the pursuit that was surely mounting against 
them while, at the same time, shortening that distance be- 
tween themselves and the landing zone. 

They had gone twenty-five meters back down the trail 
with Archie in the lead. Suddenly he yelled and dove off to 
the side of the trail. 

Both Loco and Blue looked up to see what had startled 
him. 

It was a squad of Viet Cong riflemen coming back in 
from patrol. The Charlies were alert, armed, and also look- 
ing for trouble! 
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Chapter 8 


The Viet Cong patrol opened fire, sending some uncoor- 
dinated but close-packed swarms of 7.62-millimeter slugs 
whipping toward the Black Eagle Goon patrol. 

“Get off your ass, Archie!” Loco bellowed at him in the 
brush. The point man, who had been closest to the enemy, 
had gone to cover when the enemy first blasted their way. 
“You won't get nowhere trying to hole up” 

Archie immediately saw the marine sergeant’s logic. He 
leaped up, and joined him and Blue in a wild impromptu © 
charge directly into the enemy unit. Their M16s bucked and 
shook as they blasted several volleys straight ahead into the 
- Viet Cong squad. The group of Reds, unprepared for the 

encounter, were crowded together on the trail. Those raked 
by the incoming fire crumbled into a writhing pile of casual- 
ties. Their surviving buddies dived off the trail to get away 
from the three crazy bastards dashing toward them. 

The trio of Black Eagles rushed forward and leaped over 

‘the dead and dying men to continue the run back toward the 
landing zone. 

They had no time to congratulate themselves on fighting 
through this unexpected obstacle. The Viet Cong behind 
them had completely recovered from the patrol’s surprise 
appearance in their midst. 

New firing now broke out and more bullets zipped 
through the air. Loco knew it would be a matter of time 
before they were all shot down. Some quick action was 
needed. Shouting as loud as he could, he gave brief, vital 
instructions on the run: 
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“Both you guys, shove fresh, full magazines into your 
weapons.” 

As Archie and Blue obeyed, Loco did the same. Then the 
team leader yelled, “On my command, turn, drop to a squat 
and empty your magazines straight back at the bastards. 
And I mean ever’ goddamned bullet in ’em! Do it on semi- 
auto. And really pump ’em out!” 

"His two Goons kept running, their ears waiting to hear 
the orders over the firing of the Charlies. 

“Now!” Loco bellowed. “Do it!” 

The team came to a stumbling halt and immediately piv- 
oted. They dropped to their knees and quickly opened fire, 
pumping their triggers as fast as they could. The first rank 
of pursuing VC staggered and fell under the steel storm and 
their comrades to the rear dived for cover. 

“Haul ass!” Loco ordered. 

The Black Eagles jumped up and resumed their flight. 
Archie, as always the point man, eased forward a bit. Both 
Loco and Blue let him take the lead, since his uncanny sense 
of direction was much better than theirs. After running an- 
other fifteen meters, Archie made a sharp left turn into the 
jungle, leading his buddies in a wild, crashing rush through 
the thick brush. 

Blue glanced back. “They’re catchin’ up again!” 

*Them VC is really pissed off.” Archie noted, as once 
more they came under intense fire. 

“Yeah? Well, we'll give ’em another taste o’ Black Eagle 
shooting,’ Loco said. “Are you locked and loaded?” Already 
knowing the answer, he ordered, “Turn and fire!” 

The three, this time with plenty of cover to protect them, 
stopped in their tracks and whipped around to face the chas- 
ing Reds. Getting behind trees, they fired rapidly, but not as 
fast as the last time. The more accurate fire again kicked 

- four more of the Charlies over. 

But now the VC had more cover, too. And one of the sons 
of bitches had shown up with a Soviet M1959 7.62-milli- 
meter general purpose machine gun. When he went to work 
with it, the Charlie showed he was one damned good heavy- 
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weapons infantryman. 

The rapid fire exploded into the Goons’ position, kicking 
up flying dust, and tree bark, and cracking the air with the 
whipping concussion of flying slugs. 

“Let’s leave,” Loco calmly but strongly suggested. 

Archie and Blue didn’t answer. Their silence noted com- 
plete agreement, as they quickly pulled back into the thick 
vegetation. Once back under cover, they took off running as 
fast as they could with Loco pounding along behind them. 

They managed to go another twenty meters before the 
rapidly mounting shots of the enemy forced them back to 
ground. Now the shooting came in from the sides, showing 
the Charlies were making an end-run on both flanks. If they 
completed the circle, the Goon Team would be surrounded, 
cut off, out of luck, and out of the war as either prisoners or 
_ dead men. E 

“Shit!” Loco swore, wiping at the sweat flowing down his 
face. “Archie, how far you figger we're from that damned 
landing zone?” 

Archie checked the suttoundirig terrain. Other men 
might not recognize certain bushes or trees, but the scout’s 
claim to fame was his ability to know exactly where he was 
at any time. A strangely bent branch or a peculiarly leaning 
bush would not attract the attention of ordinary people, but 
Archie Dobbs was not an ordinary person. Differences in 
various locations were as obvious as street signs to the expert 
scout. He shook his head. “We got fifty meters to go. A long 
fifty meters through all sorts of tangled, thick shit.” 

“It’s even longer with them Charlies in here with us,’ Blue 
reminded his friends. 

. “Ever’body’s got one fragmentation grenade, right?” Loco 
asked. 

Another crescendo of machine-gun fire blasted across 
their position, forcing them to duck. : 

“Yeah!” Archie responded. “I got one.” . 

“Me, too,” Blue added. 

“Get ’em out,’ Loco said. “Pull the pins and hold them 
spoons ’til I give the word to toss. I'll throw mine straight 
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ahead; you go to the east, Blue. Archie, go west. As soon as 

you’ve throwed ’em, fire a quick burst of full-auto in the 
_same direction, then duck. After them babies go off, jump 

up and fire another longer burst before you run like hell for 
that frigging Lima Zulu. Got it?” 

“Got it? Archie assured him. ° 

‘Tm ready,’ Blue said. 

“Pull!” 

- All three yanked the pins free and held down the spoons 

with their strong grips. 

“Throw, fire, and duck!” 

The explosive devices sailed off into three directions This 
was followed by quick volleys on full-auto an instant before 
the Black Eagles ducked to the ground. 

The detonations were so close together they seemed spon- 
taneous. Screams of pain and shrieks of rage erupted from 
the Charlies’ side of the conflict. 

The patrol leaped up and cut loose with three more fusil- 
lades, this time long fully automatic bursts of eight to ten 

’ rounds, before turning in the direction of the landing zone 
and speeding off through the dense jungle as fast as their 
legs~and the clinging brush— allowed. 

Unfortunately the man with the machine gun was not 
among the casualties. 

- Heavy salvos of slugs from the automatic weapon cracked 
and splattered around the trio as they continued their wild 
run toward the unknown fate awaiting them at the landing 
zone. 

The Viet Cong’s anger grew as they stumbled and strug- 
gled across their dead comrades. Wild, uninhibited firing 
marked their progress as they closed in on the fleeing men. 
The VC officers and NCOs screamed furious orders at the 
riflemen to step up the pursuit: 

"Tien len!” 

“Di theo toi!” ‘ 

Loco, Archie, and Blue each wondered what the hell 
Colonel Falconi hoped to accomplish by having them run to 
the landing zone. Every ounce of their military training told 
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them to go to ground and set up a strong defensive position. 
At the same time, their most basic instincts told them that 
obeying Falconi was sure death. © 

But when Falconi gave an order, the Black Eagles obeyed 
it more than to the letter—they obeyed it to the death. 

“I hear a chopper!” Archie suddenly shouted. 

“They’re going to pick us up!” Loco yelled to his men. 

“Great day in the mawnin’”!” Blue yelled. “If the old man. 
wanted to snatch us outta heah, why'd he ask us to bring the 
‘local VC along?” — 

_ And they all wondered if they would make it. Meanwhile, 
in the very backs of their minds, they wondered what the 
hell the sense was in having the Viet Cong chase them over 
what seemed half of Southeast Asia. 

They finally reached a point where they could see the 
open landing zone area. Never had a place looked so vulner- 
able or unprotected to the three combat veterans.’ Once they 
were out in the bare expanse, they would be completely 
exposed to enemy view and—consequently —enemy fire. 

They came to a halt at the edge of the jungle. Loco looked 
skyward. “Where’s that helicopter we heard?” 

“Maybe it’s orbitin’ around somewheres,’ Blue suggested. 

The sound of the approaching enemy could be heard. “We 
can’t just stand here,’ Loco said. 

Archie looked over at him. “Well? What the hell are we 
gonna do?” 

Blue said nothing. He licked his lips and waited to see 
what orders Loco would issue. 

Loco took a deep breath and did some thinking out loud. 
"The colonel said to get out on the landing zone.” He gritted 
his teeth. “Shit!” 

“Yeah? Blue said. “Shit!” 

“Okay, guys, we got to cover our own. asses,” Loco said. 
“Let’s shove fully loaded magazines in the weapons again.” 
He waited until his companions complied. “So we turn and 
empty the magazines on full-auto. Sweep your muzzles back 
and forth and we'll criss-cross and do more damage” 

~ “And when them magazines is empty?” Blue asked. 
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“We run out on the landing zone,’ Loco said. “Now! Turn 
and fire!” : . 

The three held on to the bucking weapons while pressing 
down on the triggers. Muzzle blasts and ricochets filled the 
air for a few brief seconds until the ammo was gone. 

- “Follow me!” Loco yelled. 

He ran out onto the landing zone with Archie and Blue 
right behind him. They’d gotten a quarter-way across the 
space when the sound of the helicopter could be heard 

“again. Then they saw it. 

. The Huey came in at treetop level and dropped down as 
they raced toward it. Now bullets kicked up dust at their feet 
and a couple of holes appeared in the aircraft fuselage. The 
trio dove aboard and the pilot, Lieutenant Zimbo Zim- 
bowski, worked collective and cyclic controls to zoom back 

. into the sky. : 

The helicopter spun crazily in the pilot's hands. The 
Goons managed to get themselves buckled in and looked 
downward at the landing zone they'd just left in such undig- 
nified haste. 

Their eyes bugged out at the sight. 

The Viet Cong had spilled out onto the-exposed area, but 
they were suddenly caught in an intense crossfire. As the 
Goons watched, they saw almost the entire group of Charlies 
shot to pieces. The only survivors were a few lucky ones who 
managed to get back into the jungle and disappear. 

After that, Colonel Robert Falconi, along with Alpha and 
Bravo Fire teams, stepped out from the opposite side of the 
landing zone. Now Zimbo brought the chopper back in for a 
soft landing. This time he cut the engine. 

Loco was the first out of the aircraft. He walked up to the 
colonel and saluted. “Sir, Sergeant Padilla and the Goon 
Team reporting. We're real happy and surprised to see you.” 

Falconi returned the salute. “Happy and surprised?” he 
asked. “Didn’t I tell you to report to me here on the landing 
. zone?” 

Loco frowned. “Hell, no!” He cleared his throat. “Excuse 
me, Colonel. I mean to say no, sir. You just told us to get 
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the Charlies to chase us over here” 

“And you did a great job of it too,” Falconi said cheerfully. 
He looked over at Archie and Blue. “Why are you two hooli- 

gans so gloomy-looking?” 

“We damn near got our asses shot, sir,” Blue said. 

“You din’t say you'd be here, sir.” Archie added with a 
pout. 

“Well, I just didn’t have time to go into a lot of details” 
Falconi said. “I had to round up the two fire teams and have 
them flown out here. Then we didn’t have a Jot of opportu- 
nity to get into position before you came running onto the 

‘ landing zone” 

Zimbo Zimbowski laughed. “I seen you three looking 
kinda forlorn so I took a chance and swooped down to pick 
you up before everybody — Viet one and Black Eagles — filled 
you full of holes” 

Falconi slung his M16 over his acwaides “It would be hard 
to coordinate without a thorough briefing, but I had enough 
faith in you Goons to know you could draw those bastards 
right where we wanted them.” He pointed to the dead and 
wounded Charlies scattered around. “And you did get them 
where we wanted them.” 

_Captain Ray Swift Elk walked up. “We got some pris- 
oners, sir,” he reported. “But there won’t be any interroga- 
tions until Malpractice has a chance to patch ’em up.” 

“Okay,” Falconi said. “We've got to get back to the base 
camp.” He waved over at Captain Harry Diggs, commander 
of Bravo Fire Team. “Set up Lima Zulu security, Harry! 
You'll be the last out.” He winked at the Goons. “You guys 
will be the first to get back. Hop aboard and Ill send some 
of the wounded prisoners with you.” 

“Good, sir,’ Blue said. “We're tuckered and that’s a fact!” 

“Gee,” Falconi said. “I'm sorry to hear that, Blue. This 
operation has just started.” 


Chapter 9 


As soon as the chopper arrived back at base camp with 
the Goons and the half-dozen wounded Charlies, Malprac- 
tice McCorckel saw to it that the injured enemy were un- 
loaded as quickly as possible. But he also made sure the task 
was accomplished with great care. The Goons, fresh from 
combat with the VC, were prone to rough handling. But 
some well-chosen, terse comments from Malpractice 
changed their conduct. 

The medical sergeant, and Loco Padilla, Archie Dobbs, 
and Blue Richards made two stretcher trips each to finish 
the job. When the patients were all off the aircraft, the de- 
tachment medic went to work. 

And he was busier than hell. 

Malpractice had some serious cases to deal with. Among 
the prisoners was a throat injury, a wheezing chest wound, 
two gunshots to soft-tissue, one fractured jaw, and a gutshot 
patient to be taken care of. f 

“Goddamn it!” he complained to the Goons as the half- 
dozen hurt Charlies were laid out in his rustic dispensary. 
“You guys really must've been running a shooting gallery 
out there. Did you manage to kill any of em or did you just 
blast a few to give me something to occupy a slow after- 
noon?” 

“We wanted you to have something to do, but ‘we din’t 
bring ’em ali back. They’s others that’s sprawled across that 
goddamned landing zone, too. But we figgered you din’t 
have nothin’ to do,” Blue.said as he and Archie put the last 
man down. “We winged these lil dudes for you” 
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Sergeant Major Top Gordon made an appearance and 
gave the situation a quick look-over. “Loco, you and your 
two Goons stick close in case one of these clowns tries some- 
thing” 

“They’re all wounded, Sergeant Major” Loco said. “What 
the hell do you figure they can do?” 

“I saw a medic killed by a wounded Chicom in Korea,’ | 
Top said in a flat tone. “He turned his back and the sneaky 
bastard stuck a knife in him. So don’t argue with me.” He 
left the scene to return to his other duties. 

“You two heard the Sergeant Major” Loco said. “Settle 
' down for a while.” 

Malpractice ignored all the conversation as he went to 
work. His first duty was always‘the most painful for any 
military medical man. He had to see who would survive and 
who didn’t have a chance. The Charlie with the gutshot had 
been hit three times in the abdomen. He was slowly hemor- 
rhaging and the medic knew he had neither the facilities nor 
the means to save the unfortunate VC. He quickly triple- 
loaded a syringe with morphine and injected the uncon- 
scious man. 

“No hope, huh?” Archie remarked. 

Malpractice stood up. “At least he ain’t gonna come back 
awake after a while to spend his last hour on earth scream- 
ing in pain. I wouldn’t wish that on nobody.” He glared at 
Archie. “Not even you.” 

He next checked the throat wound after he noted the 
man’s breath was becoming shallower and that his face was © 
getting a bluish tinge to it. “Uh oh!” he said. “This guy’s 
gonna suffocate.” 

Archie looked on with curiosity. “Do you have to snuff 
him with morphine too?” 

*I can save him,’ Malpractice said calmly. He squatted 
down and opened his surgical kit. “This calls for an emer- 
gency tracheostomy.’ 

“What the hell are you talkin’ bout?” Blue asked. “You 
sure use big words in your work.” He laughed. “Malpractice 
is worser than a Montgomery lawyer sometimes.” 
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“Then I'll explain it so’s a damn farmboy can understand. 
This guy can’t breathe the normal way, so ’'m gonna open 
an air passage in his neck,” Malpractice explained. He 
quickly went to work as the Goon team watched, fascinated. 

Malpractice positioned the man’s head so his throat was 
exposed. He made a quick longitudinal incision at the base 
of the man’s trachea. After separating the exposed muscles 
by blunt dissection, he injected a cocaine solution into the 
exposed wound to reduce the cough reflex. 

“The motherfucker’s doing drugs with Malpractice’s help,” 
Archie grinned. 

“Shut up, asshole” Malpractice growled. He took his work 
very seriously. “You'd make a joke out of a dead baby:’ The 
medic inserted a size five tracheostomy tube into the open- 
ing. The sound of air being sucked in was immediately ap- 
parent. Now Malpractice lowered the patient’s head to keep 
mucus from building up in the breathing tube. 

“Looky there!” Blue exclaimed. “His face is gettin’ its nat- 
ural color back. He slapped his knee. “Gawl dang, Malprac- 
tice! You fair boggle the mind!” 

After injecting some morphine to put the wounded VC 
into a deeper, more restful sleep, Malpractice turned his 
attention to the man with the chest wound. The Viet Cong 
soldier, fully conscious, looked at the medic with unhidden 
fear. Malpractice knew how to handle the situation. He 
spoke in heavily accented but perfect Vietnamese. 

“Chao ong, I see you have suffered an unfortunate injury to 
your chest.” 

The VC said nothing, his eyes still wide with apprehen- 
sion and unabashed fear. 

Malpractice smiled and nodded his head in the Oriental 
manner indicating friendliness. “Do not worry. I am a medi- 
cal sergeant—quan-y ha-si-quan~and I am going to treat 
your wound.” 

The VC lightened up a bit. Feeling a growing trust for the 
American, he gently laid his hand-on the bandage that had 
been put over his chest. “Ngure toi dau.” 

“I can see that. This will make you feel better,’ Malprac- 
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tice said as he prepared a morphine solution. He gently took 
the man’s arm. Without making any quick movements, he 
inserted the needle and eased the plunger down. Within 
moments the man’s eyelids drooped; then he went to sleep. 

The quiet of the area was broken by the arrival of the 
helicopter with Colonel Falconi and the Alpha Fire Team. 
After they hopped off, Zimbowski went skyward again to 
fetch the Bravos. Falconi came over to see how things were 
going in Malpractice’s field hospital. 

“Got it under control?” he asked. 

“I don’t know yet, sir; Malpractice answered. “I just got 
started” - 

“Okay. I won't interrupt you,’ Falconi said. “We aren't 
looking for a complete cure at this time,” the colonel re- 
minded him. “Save them if you can, of course, but they'll be 
taken back to the rear to a hospital. If any can be interro- 
gated meanwhile, let me know.” 

“Yes, sir” Malpractice said. 

- Falconi gestured at Loco. “You and your guys stay here 
and lend a hand if needed.” 

“Yes, sir” Loco responded. “The sergeant major already 
posted us here.” He watched the colonel leave, then turned 
to Malpractice. “Anything we can do for you?” Loco asked 
from his position at the entrance to the crude dispensary. 
“It’s kinda boring sitting around doing nothing” 

“Just hang loose,” Malpractice said. “If I need any help I'll 
call” 

The medic quickly went to work, removing the field 
dressing. The sound of air being sucked into the wound 
increased with each labored breath of the wounded man. - 
The medic worked fast, cleaning, treating, and making 
preparations for the bandaging. When he was ready he nod- 
ded to Archie and Blue. “Lift him up so’s I can put a tight 
bandage around him.” 

The two Goons did as they were told. Malpractice quickly 
and expertly wrapped the wounded man up, once more seal- 
ing off the opening where some Black Eagle’s bullet had 
punched through human flesh. 
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“How’s he gonna do?” Blue.asked. 

“The wound ain’t gonna kill him,” Malpractice said, 
standing up. “But if he gets pneumonia, there ain’t a thing I 
can do for him” Finished with that one, he walked over to 
the Charlie with the bandage around his face. 

Both of the man’s eyes were swollen shut, giving him the 
appearance of having just had the living hell beaten out es 
him in a barroom brawl. 

Archie made his usual inelegant observation, saying, 
“That guy looks like be was the only one to show up at an ax 
fight without an ax.” 

Although the prisoner couldn’t see, he had heard the ex- 
change between his buddy and the medical practitioner. He 
knew he faced no danger and was at ease. Malpractice 
quickly examined him and determined that the injury to his 
face was from a bullet going through both cheeks. The jaw 
was unbroken. A quick cleaning and dressing took care of 

The final two men were simple gunshot wounds, also 
without fractures. More cleaning, debriding, careful ban- 
daging and finally some additional morphine to cut down 
the suffering. By then the shock of the initial injury was well 
past and the last couple of VC were slipping into outright 
agony. After that, everybody got some antibiotic treatment 
and Malpractice was able to relax. 

The chopper came in again. This time the engine was cut 
_ after it settled to the ground. Captain Harry Diggs and his 
Bravo Fire Team disembarked and trotted off to their posi- 
tion on the perimeter. 

“It looks like ever’body’s come home now,’ Archie re- 
marked. “We can take the light outta the window” 

“It was a perty damn good operation,” Blue said. “Even if 
I did git bout thirty or forty years a-scared off my life? 

Loco grinned. “I didn’t think we'd ever reach that landing 
zone. I got to tell you that.” 

Archie laughed. “Hell. Getting there didn’t bother me a - 
bit. I was worried about what the hell was gonna happen 
when we stepped out there in them wide open spaces.” 
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“I figgered we'd just git shot up,” Blue said. “But I never 
gave up hope that-Colonel Falconi would do somethin’ to git 
’ us the hell outta there” 

“Which he did,” Loco pointed out. 

“Yeah? Archie added. “But just remember he put us in 
that fucking situation in the first place” 

~ Further conversation was interrupted by Sergeant Major 
Top Gordon’s return. “Lets go, you guys. The colonel wants 

ever’ swinging dick over at the command post.” 

“Me too?” Malpractice asked. 

Top shook his head. “No. You can watch after your sick, 
lame, and lazy Viet Cong.’ He motioned to the Goons. “Did 
you three hear what I said? Get off your butts and move 
out!” 

The Goons immediately obeyed, double-timing across the 
camp to the combat headquarters set up in a stand of mang- 
cau-dai trees, When they arrived, they saw that both fire 
teams and the fire support team were already there, loung- 
ing around Colonel Falconi, who stood in-their midst. 

“The first thing I want to say is that the Goons did a 
terrific job,” Falconi said as Loco and his pair of men settled 

into the crowd. “They lured an entire guerrilla detachment 
out into the open so we could chop them down to size. I'm 
pleased to say that part of the operational area can be con- 
sidered under control and completely pacified.” He cleared 
“his throat. “Unfortunately, we now know it wasn’t a particu- 
larly important part of the mission.” 

“Thanks a lot, sir!” Loco said, over the laughter. 

Falconi grinned and held up a captured map, “Look at 
this! What do you see?” 

Books Bracken leaped to his feet. “It is a topographical 
chart, sir! It reveals terrain features, locations, distances, 
compass points—" 

“Yes, yes,’ Falconi said, a bit impatient. “But what is on 
the map that wasn’t there originally?” : 

Books looked carefully. “It would appear to be scribbling 
of a sort, sir. Perhaps notations of time, distance, particu- 
larly important—” 
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“Sit down, Books,” Falconi said. “The point I'm trying to 
make is that some dumb-ass VC officer or noncommissioned 
officer made marks on a tactical map. Without knowing it, 
he’s given us more information than if we'd interrogated him 
for three days. We have unit locations, some strengths, sup- 
ply caches, and other important intelligence” 

Ordway-Beckett raised his hand. “Am I to presume we 
Shall be hitting the rotters at that spot, sir?” ; 

“A correct assumption,” Falconi said. “And there is a real 
lesson in this. I have told you people time and time again to 
never —never— NEVER—put marks on your maps! Even if 
you're blown away and as dead: as dead can be, you're still 
‘revealing valuable information to the enemy if they get their 
hands on your map.: Or if you lose it” 

Immediately everyone who had'a map with them pulled 
the charts out and made quick checks. The sighs of relief 
and grins indicated no one had violated this sacred order. 

Falconi continued. “If I catch as much as a pinhole in a 
map, Ill court-martial the sonofabitch who owns it. And 
you can count on that.’ 

“Are we going on any missions based on what you've 
found there, sir?” Ray Swift Elk asked. : 

‘Tm glad you brought that up,’ Falconi replied. “As a 
matter of fact Captain Diggs and Fire Team Bravo are going 
on patrol to check out a village in the operational area. 
According to this enemy map, it’s smack in the middle of 
VC activity. We need to find out if the folks living there are 
sympathetic to the Charlies or not.” 

Arnie Bledsoe, a veteran of fighting in the hinterlands, 
shrugged. “Sympathetic or not, you can be sure they’re help- 
ing the bastards.” 

“That's right,” the Philippine Carlos Margo chimed in. 
“The Viet Cong probably tax them and have drafted some - 
of the young guys into their organizations. That’s the way 
the Red guerrillas work. And that includes the ones in my 
homeland? 

Sergeant Ky Luyen, an ex-Viet Cong himself, offered an 
explanation. “If young mans is drafted by local communist 
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guerrilla band, then the villagers no want outsiders to find 
them. Because if there is big battle, then their own young 
mans is maybe killed or hurt.” . 

“It’s a hell of a situation; Falconi admitted. “But we still 
must check it out. I can’t send the whole damned detach- 
ment out to check the village when there is a possibility of 
trouble in other parts. So Fil keep the rest of the unit on 
standby. Captain Diggs, if you need help, get us on the 
radio and I'll dispatch the Alphas” 

- “Yes, sir” the Australian captain said. “I shall take advan- 
tage of Ky Luyen’s experiences to the utmost. That way Ill - 
not have to leave a thing to chance.” 

“When do we go, sir?” Sergeant Park Song asked. The 
Korean marine was anxious for real enemy contact. 

“First light,’ Falconi announced. He glanced over at the 
pilot, Lieutenant Zimbowski. “What do you say, Zimbo? 
_ Can you fly for us??” 

He: gave a thumbs-up signal. “That’s what I’m here for, 
sir” , 

“Sergeant Major!” Falconi called out. “Take charge of the 
detachment and get them back on the perimeter. In the 
meantime, I’m going to hold an officers’ call. The Bravos are 
" going into hell itself. I want all contingencies covered” 

' Sergeant Major Top Gordon bellowed, “On your feet!” 
The detachment went back to work. 


Chapter 10. 


Captain Harry Diggs peered through his binoculars, 
sweeping back and forth across the scene before him as he 
closely checked out the area. What the Australian officer saw 
seemed placid and commonplace, completely removed from 
the tragic and violent struggle that dominated the beautiful 
land where his choice of profession had led him to serve. 

Not knowing they were being observed, a dozen peasants 
toiled in the rice paddy, bent double in their labor. Their 
work was as it had been for centuries—mind-numbing and 
exhausting, but totally necessary for the survival of them- 
selves and the other villagers of the hamlet where they lived. 

“Poor bloody buggers,’ Diggs said, lowering the field 
glasses. 

-The veteran Green Beret sergeant Arnie Bledsoe, squat- 
ting beside him in the cover of the nipa palms, nodded his 
agreement. “I’ve seen it a lot out here, sir. All those people 
want is to be left in peace to go their own simple way. And . 
here we are, the powers of the free world and the commu- 
nists, right in the middle of them with this conflict between 
us. Those poor farmers don’t much care who’s in charge one 
way or the other” 

“Exactly, Sergeant,” Diggs remarked. “The North Viet- 
namese and the Viet Cong, or us. Makes no difference in 
their limited sphere. Unfortunately, what happens in South- 
east Asia affects the rest of the world. Those peasants are 
victims of a particular time and place, that’s all” 

“Right, sir,” Arnie said. “And we're the dogfaced bastards 
that have been chosen to enforce our governments’ views.” 
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- Diggs smiled slightly. “That’s a fact, Sergeant” 
' A couple of meters away, Ky Luyen also studied the rice 
farmers. Finally he returned his binoculars to their case and 
- he walked over to his companions. “All old men and some 
young women down there.” 

“Right, Diggs said. “That means the young men have 
been dragged off? 

“Yes, Ky said. “Ancient ones should be up in village rest- 
ing in shade. But somebody must work for next harvest. Too 
bad. War all the time make trouble in everybody’s life.” 

“Let’s pull back and wait for Margo and Song to come 
back from their patrol,” Diggs said. “Then I shall decide 
what must be done.” 

The three men, taking care not to expose themselves, re- 
turned to the nearby meeting place in the jungle where they 
were to rendezvous with the other two members of the Bravo 
Fire Team. 

They settled in and waited. A half hour later their atten- 
tion turned to a light rustling sound coming from the sur- 
rounding jungle. Ky, on the perimeter closest to the 
disturbance, spoke out softly: 

*Calctral” | 

The reply, “Clunis/? was immediate. 

Recognizing both Carlos Margo's voice and the password 

‘to the challenge he had uttered, Ky ushered him in. The 
Philippine sergeant reported to Captain Diggs. “No sign of 
enemy activity around the village, sir.’ 

Park Song squatted to join them. “We also see that no 
young men around.” 

“Yes, Diggs said. “We made note of that too. Ky Luyen 
assures us that means the VC have conscripted them into 
their units.” 

“They'll be nothing but cannon fodder,’ Arnie said. “Un- 
less we already killed them yesterday on that landing zone. 
The Charlies would have run them up ahead of their.trusted 
regulars to catch the worst we threw at ’em.” 

“Yes,” Park Song said. “But we shot everybody. So vet- 
erans died too” 
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“I've determined that it is safe to go into the village now” 
Diggs said. “But stay on the alert. Viet Cong may be hidden 
within some of the houses.” He stood up. “No time like the 
present, what? Ky, take the point, since you're a native Viet- 
namese. If there are any nervous people down there with 
weapons, they won't be so apt to shoot at their own kind” 

Ky grinned. “Bullshit!” 

Diggs smiled back. “Bullshit, indeed! At least you stand a 
bit better chance.” He looked at his men. “Sergeant Bledsoe, 
you follow Ky. Then it will be Margo at my back, and Song 
can bring up the rear. Right, lads. Off we go then!” 

The fire team kept to the jungle in their approach to the 
village. The main reason they were avoiding trails was not 
only to escape being observed by any unexpected or con- 
cealed unfriendly VC; another kind of danger lurked there. 
The Charlies, if they occupied the area, would surely have 
put out trip wires situated to activate mines to kill or maim 
any unwary visitor. It took forty-five minutes to travel 
through the hundred meters of thick vegetation. 

Finally Ky signaled a halt. The ex-Viet Cong took a few 
moments to give the village another surveillance. As before, 
he could see nothing but simple villagers going about their 
business. He looked back at the rest of the fire team and 
motioned for them to follow. 

Moving deliberately, with M16s ready for ambush, the 
Bravos stepped out into the open, walked slowly through the 
first huts, and made their way to the village square. They 
gave doorways and windows particular attention, as well as 
the spaces underneath the crude houses. 

It took only a short time before the unwelcome visitors 
were spotted. Womén cried out and scooped up children, 
scampering away from the unexpected sight. Within mo- 
ments, no one was in view of the Black Eagles. The place 
seemed deserted. 

“Halt!” Diggs ordered. “I say, Ky, make a yell for the 
village chief” 

Ky hollered, “Chung toi la ban! We wish to speak to your 
head man.” He waited for a moment. “Mau len! We mean no 
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’ harm? 

A few minutes passed; then an old man, s0 frail he had to 
lean on a crude walking stick, limped out from one of the 
nearby huts. He stopped a few feet away from Ky. 

“Choa ong,” Ky said politely. “Are you the head man?” 

The oldster shook his head. “He has been taken away by: 
the Viet Cong” 

Ky turned and translated the answer to Diggs. Diggs was 
thoughtful for a few moments. “That must have been the 

_poor chap the Goon Team found trussed up and shot during 
their patrol, what?” 

“I-think so, yes, Captain,” Ky said. 

“Ask him where the VC are,” Diggs directed. 

"Quan-doi Viet Cong o dau?” Ky asked. 

The old man gave a long, impassioned answer, gesturing 
and seeming to plead as his eyes rolled mournfully and his 
voice edged close to sobbing. 

Diggs scratched his head. “What the hell did the old bloke 
go on about then?” 

“He say he not know, sir” Ky said. “He say nobody know. 

: They come and they go. Make trouble. Now we come and 
make trouble. He ask for us to go away.’ 

“Ask him where his young men are,’ Diggs said. 

That brought about another rapid outbreak of words. Ky 
turned to the Australian captain. “He say the Viet Cong 
take them away to teach them to fight. Young men not want 
to fight. Want to harvest rice. Again he say he want us to go 
away. No more young men. And he say please not to ravish 
womans, They are good womans and all marry” 

“Well, 'm quite sorry, but we'll not be trotting off just yet,” 
Diggs said. “Tell him that, Ky, and emphasize that we are 
the liberators. We will not take young men into the army. 
We will leave the women alone and not do anything bad. 
Tell him that?” 

Ky did as he had been ordered. The expression on the old 
man’s face went from frustration to that strange, patient 
acceptance that only Orientals are able to demonstrate. It 
was as if he were saying to them that he accepted their 
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presence because there wasn’t one goddamned thing he 
could do to make them leave. All was karma—undeniable 
destiny. 

Diggs pulled his Prick-Six radio off his shoulder and 
tossed it to Arnie Bledsoe. “Raise Falcon and tell them we've 
entered the village and are staying here, Sergeant. Advise 
him that the Viet Cong are not in the area but will probably 
turn up sooner or later. And ask for orders.” 

“Yes, sir,’ Arnie said. He walked to a more open area to 
make the broadcast. 

Diggs turned his attention back to Ky an the old man. 
“Now, Ky, tell him we are going to drive the Viet Cong from 
this area. We will protect him and his people from them and 
his worries are over” — 

Ky translated the statement. The old man didn’t seem 
convinced. Ky said, “He ask how much rice we take from 
harvest.” 

“Tell him we'll take none at all,” Diggs said. He thought a 
moment. “I know the trick to convince them of our sincerity. 
Ask the gentleman if there are any sick or injured folks 
about.” 

Ky did so. The old man talked a bit more; then the Black , 
Eagle translated for the team commander. “He say only reg- 
ular sickness of: children. I know what it is. Lotta bugs in 
stomach.” 

“Of course!” Diggs exciaimed: “Intestinal parasites! 
They’re quite prevalent among the indigenous people of this 
area.” He waved at Arnie Bledsoe. “Request Falcon to send 
Sergeant McCorckel to open a clinic for the villagers.” 

“Yes, sir!” Arnie replied. He spoke into the radio. “Also 
request medic to treat India Papa sick. Over.” 

“Roger that,” came back Sparks Lawton’s voice. “Out.” 

Arnie brought the commo device back to the team leader. 
“Falcon says the colonel and the Goon team are coming out 
and should be here within an hour. And the medic, too” 

“Great!” Diggs exclaimed. “Now, Ky, convince the old 
gentleman that things are definitely going to get better for 
him, hey? Tell him a doctor is on the way to treat the chil- 
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dren and anybody else who is ill or injured. And convince 
him we are protectors and providers, hey? We will ee 
his rice harvest.” 

’ Ky took the oldster by the arm and led him over to the 
shade of a hearby hut. The two squatted down Vietnamese- 
style and sank into a long, deep discussion. Finally, Ky got 
to his feet and walked over to Captain Diggs. — 

“Well?” the officer asked. 

. “Okay. Our doctor can use his hut. But he not know if we 
are friends. He and others will see,’ Ky said. “But I tell you, 
-,. Captain. I fight for South Vietnam now. But first I fight for 
“*. Viet Cong. Nobody can trust villagers. They hate us all. 
When we here, they be nice to us. When Viet Cong here, 
they be nice to them.” 

“God!” Diggs said. “Why can’t we have conflicts like 
World War IT anymore? I would like a nice orderly battle- 
field with the enemy on one side and we on the other.” 

“Now, that’s a nice way to make war” Arnie remarked. 

The team leader's radio came to life. “Bravo, this is Fal- 
con, Over.” 

Diggs spoke into the instrument. “This is Bravo. Over” 
- “We have an Echo Tango Alpha of five’ minutes. Is there a 

good Lima Zulu? Over. 

“Roger, Falcon,” Diggs answered. “Right in the village 
square. The area is secured. Come in. Over” 

“Roger. Out” 

“Ky!” Diggs said. “Tell the old man that a helicopter is 
coming in. He mustn’t worry; they are friends of ours and 
the doctor is with them” 

Ky had no sooner obeyed than the sound of the approach- 
ing aircraft was upon them. Arnie Bledsoe ran to the middle 
of the square and directed Zimbo Zimbowski as he brought 
his Huey in for a landing. As soon as the skids hit the 
ground, Falconi was out. He was quickly followed by Ser- 
geant Major Top Gordon, the Goon Team, and Malpractice 
McCorckel. 

The last men lugged the medical kits. Ky motioned to 
them and took them over to the hut where the old man 
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waited. Malpractice went right to work. Within ten minutes 
his portable dispensary, complete with collapsible examina- 
tion table, was set up. Cases of medicine and other medical 
gear were arranged in proper order. 

“Where is them sick folks?” Malpractice asked. 

“I guess they still be in huts,’ Ky Luyen said. 

Malpractice relaxed. “I been through this before. None of 
’em is gonna come out ’til finally some mother with a real 
sick kid takes a chance. She'll figger she’s got nothing to 
lose.” 

A bit more than half an hour eased by in the silent village. 
The only people visible were the Black Eagles. Colonel 
Falconi and Captain Diggs went about positioning the Bravo 
Fire Team and the Goons in case of attack. Zimbo Zim- 
bowski lounged in the shade of his helicopter. The buzzing 
of insects was the only sound to be heard. 

Then a young woman carrying an infant in her arms 
appeared in the village square. 

She stood still, looking at Malpractice as if trying to make 

- up her mind. The tall Black Eagle medic stood-up and nod- 
ded his head toward her. “Chao 6a,” he greeted her. 

She almost turned away, but then suddenly hurried to- 
ward him. “Chao ong,” she said, stopping in front of him. “My 
child is ill” 

“Let us see if I can help him,’ Malpractice offered. He 
motioned to the examining table. After the woman laid the 
sick infant down, Malpractice tenderly removed the only 
garment it wore—a little shirt. 

It didn’t take the experienced medical sergeant long to 
determine the trouble. The child was in an advanced state of 
amebiasis, an infection brought on by 8 one-celled parasite 
the scientific types called an entamoeba histolytic. He at once 
administered metronidazole, then handed a packet of the 
medicine to the mother. 

“Give your child some of this once a day for ten days,” 
Malpractice said with an easy smile. “He will be better by 
then” 

The mother quickly dressed the child and took it and the . 
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medicine with her. She stopped and turned back toward 
Malpractice. Bowing, she said, ‘Cam on ong.” 

Malpractice bowed back. “Khong co gi— you're welcome” 

Colonel Robert Falconi, standing nearby, uttered ap- 

proval. “Nice going, Malpractice,” he said. 

“Yes, sir” the medic said. “Ain’t it a wonder how a sick- 
ness that could kill out here can be helped with just a little of 

‘the right medicine?” 

The village was silent again for another ten minutes. 
Then two more women came out with sick children. Mal- 
practice went to work. 

_ Within a quarter of an hour a line of sick children and a 
few adults had formed in front of the dispensary. _ 

Colonel Falconi, who had been joined by Captain Harry 
Diggs, continued to gaze approvingly at the sight with grow- 
ing good feelings. “Damn! I have to admit that something 
like that seems to make this whole rotten struggle worth- 
while.” 

“Yes, sir,’ Diggs said. “Sergeant McCorckel, at this mo- 
ment at least, is accomplishing more in this village in a short 

‘time with his medicine and instruments than all of us and 
the Viet Cong combined.” 

“Yeah? Falconi said. He glanced over the inhabitants of 
the hamlet who were now beginning to drift back to their 
regular routines. “The poor bastards.” 

“As I said before,’ Diggs remarked. “The wrong time and 
the wrong place.” 
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Chapter 11 


Although Colonel Robert Falconi was happy that the suf- 
fering of the village women and children was being eased 
somewhat through Master Sergeant Malpractice McCorck- 
el’s medical expertise, the real reason for being in the area 
was to kick Viet Cong ass. - . 

And, as the Black Eagle detachment commander, that was 
exactly what he intended to do. 

He sent the chopper pilot, Zimbowski, back to the base 
camp to pick up the Bravo Fire Team and bring them out to 
the village. That left the Command Element and the Fire 
Support Team behind to keep the base secure. 

It took less than an hour before the colonel had the Goons 
and two full fire teams ready to get into some active opera- 
tions. They all arrived rested and eager to get something 
going, after lying around the camp, particularly when they 
caught plenty of attention from Sergeant Major Top Gor- 
don. He always found some unpleasant detail that needed 
tended to. 

And the Goons, now fully recovered from their ordeal of 
being chased through the jungle to the landing zone, were as 
antsy as the others. 

Falconi held a meeting with the three team leaders in the 
village square. As usual, Marine Sergeant Loco Padilla was 
outspoken and came directly to the point. “This is all a waste 
of time, sir” he announced almost before the session had 
begun. 

“You want to make a declaration about the situation, 
Loco?” Falconi asked. 
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“Yes, sir! But I don’t want to have to draw up an 
OPLAN? 

“An oral recommendation will do fine,” Falconi assured 

“Great, sir. I just want to say that with all this activity 
around here, the Charlies are either gonna lay low or just 
take off 'til we leave,” Loco said. 

“You're absolutely correct, gyrene,” Falconi said. “So let 
me tell you what we're gonna do.” He spread his map out on 
the ground. “Gather ’round, chillun, and hear my song” 

Captains Swift Elk and Diggs joined the colonel and the 
sergeant hunched over the map. ; 

“We're going to run a patrol to the north,” Falconi said. 
“This little operation will consist of both fire teams with the 
Goons on point. After we’re out about five klicks, the Goons 
are going to ground. You know what I mean, Loco?” 

“Yes, sir. We're gonna hide out in the jungle, right?” 

“Exactly. In the meantime, the rest of us are coming back 
here. Swift Elk will load his Alphas on the chopper and 
return to the base camp.” . 

"Yes, sir” Ray Swift Elk said. 

‘Til stick around here with the Alphas and Malpractice,’ 
Falconi said. “We're gonna get real careless and laid back— 
at least we'll appear that way.” 

“What's the point, sir?” Captain Diggs asked. 

“I know, and you know, and those villagers know, that 
there has to be at least one Viet Cong sympathizer or out- 
right spy in the hamlet,” Falconi said. 

Loco spat. “There always is. You can buy: some folks 
mighty cheap.” 

“Right,” Falconi said. “And as soon as we seem to ease off 
on security, that turncoat will make a beeline straight for the 
local Charlies and let them know. We'll be a target they can’t 
resist.” 

Loco nodded his head. “We're counting on them bastards 
not knowing us Goons is out there waiting, right, sir?” 

“Right,” Falconi said. “I want to catch the VC between the 
rock and the hard place. Meaning, of course, we'll be the 
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hard place here in the village—” 

“and we'll be the rock out in the jungle,’ Loco Padilla 

said. 

“It’s that simple. ‘Are there any questions?” Paiooni asked. 
When he saw there were none, he stood up. “Then let’s get 
this show on the road.” 

Going out on a patrol is much more than simply grabbing 
weapons and gear, forming up in a line, and trudging off 
. into no-man’s-land. And the skills necessary in successful 
patrolling are not intuitive. This deadly stealth requires 
’ hard-nosed training and expertise in such skills as map read- 

ing, land navigation, leadership, knowledge of small-unit 
tactics, and teamwork, among others. It simply is not a job 
for amateurs. The novice might get lucky if he went against 
other rookies. But the Viet Cong in that particular opera- 
tional area were veteran jungle fighters who would be on top 
of all situations. 

Most patrols are of two types: reconnaissance and com- 
bat. In the case of the Black Eagles, they tended to bring the 
two types together rather than separate them, and in the 

- past they’d been on several missions that defied normal mili- 
tary definition. The one they planned on using to notify the 
Viet Cong of their presence was a good example. It was a 
recon patrol because they intended to do some scouting 
while avoiding actual contact with the enemy. However, if 
the enemy wanted a fight, the recon element could be 
quickly forgotten and the endeavor would immediately 
adopt a combat mode. 

The first thing Colonel Falconi did was call his men to- 
gether and give them the WORD—that term in the armed 
forces which comprises news, information, intelligence, in- 
tent, orders, instructions, and so forth. And when Falconi 
gave the WORD, he wasn’t fooling around. 

He gave the troops the patrol’s mission, times of depar- 
ture and return, routes, alternate routes, the enemy, contin- 
gencies, and other vital information. 

Organizing the patrol was easy, since the men were al- 
ready operating in teams. The Goons were put on point, as 
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usual, and that left the Alphas in the middle and the Bravos 
bringing up the rear. Automatic riflemen and grenadiers 
were properly equipped and armed. The chain of command 
had been established previously when the teams were set up 
in Hai Cat. 

After the preparation, things were simple.- All Falconi, as 
patrol leader, had to do was point in the right direction and 

_order: 

“Go!” 

Archie Dobbs led the way in his usual place at the very 
front. He walked slowly down the path that led past the rice © 
paddies. The old men and young women were back working - 
in the mud and water. They glanced up at the column of 

’ Black Eagles with sorrow and more than a little regret. They 
knew the activity in which the foreigners were now engaged 
would lead to but one thing: fighting and death. They just 
hoped all the trouble would be as far away from the village 
as possible. 

‘The patrol continued on its slow trek, leaving the more 
civilized areas around the hamlet and penetrating the jungle 
on narrow tracks worn in the vegetation by food gatherers 
and hunters. After an hour, even these disappeared and the 
going really got rough. 

All sorts of plants, some thick and some with sharp 
thorns, barred progress as if God had put them there for 
that purpose. The Black Eagles struggled through nipa 
palms, taro, bamboo, and cassava. In these conditions, the 
. ground was spongy, fetid, and muddy. Now and then ponds 
hidden beneath hyacinth and pingo had to be waded 
through. The water, as stinking and filthy as the soil, soaked 
through pants legs and into the jungle boots of Falconi and 
his troopers. The situation kept. them permanently sopping 
wet from the thighs down. 

This was warfare in the jungle. 

For the Viet Cong, born and raised in such terrain condi- 
tions, it could be unbearable—for men from civilized’ coun- 
tries, it could be impossible. 

But Falconi did not allow the word impossible into the 
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Black Eagle vocabulary. 

- Archie’s job was to do more than simply lead the patrol 
along a certain route and back. As an expert tracker, he was 
expected to keep his eyes open for signs of the Viet Cong. If 
he were lucky, this would be only a footprint or perhaps 
some discarded or lost equipment.. If he were unlucky, Ar- 
chie might catch a sniper’s bullet between the eyes. It was 
this deadly possibility that kept his nerves on edge and 
senses fine-tuned. This added immeasurably to his natural 
talents as a hunter-stalker. 

The entire morning passed in the laborious foot journey 
through the inhospitable boondocks. Just when the patrol 
thought things had gotten as rough as they could, the situa- 
tion turned nastier. 

A particularly steep bluff confronted them. Archie held 
things up while he searched for a good way around it. The 
maps they had, as usual, were not complete. No contour 
lines revealed the terrain feature. From all appearances on 
the charts, the land should have been flat and rolling and 
covered with dense vegetation. 

Archie returned to the unit after a sweat-soaking, breath-. 
searing half hour of prowling through heavy leather ferns. 
The OD kerchief he had wrapped around his forehead was 
sopping wet with perspiration. “We got to go straight over 
the damn thing?’ he said breathlessly. “Unless you want to 
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beer on the beach” 

“I think not,’ Falconi said, with a smile. 

“Then I'll get to work, sir” 

“Lead on, my man,” Falconi said cheerfully. 

“Yes, sir” Archie mumbled. . 

The fourteen men took a full hour to get up to the higher 
ground. Gasping, stumbling, cussing, and plodding, they. 
finally reached the summit of the slippery hill. By then Ar- 
chie, who was the first up, was rested and eager to go.. 

“C’mon, you slugs!” he said enthusiastically. 

Cussing him in silence, the Black Eagles trudged after 
him through the clinging growth, each making a personal 
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pledge to tom-turkey tromp the shit out of-him at the first 
opportunity when they were back in Hai Cat. 

Another. hour of the laborious foot-slogging brought them 
to a halt. Archie stopped and noisily complained about be- 
ing out of water. He walked back to where Falconi waited. 

“Sir!” he called out. “My canteen’s empty. Got any water 
to spare?” 

This was a direct violation of security procedures in a 
combat situation. Falconi knew the veteran scout had some 
reason for such action, so he played along. 

“Sure, Archie,” he said. “Til give you a swig of mine.” 

Archie took the colonel’s canteen and treated himself to a 
couple of swallows. Then he said under his breath, “Two 
Charlies off to the left. They been watching us” 

“How's the water, trooper?” Falconi ee asked. He 
whispered, “You sure there’s only two?” 

“Yes, sir. I figger they're a patrol dogging us.” 

“That’s what we want,” Falconi said. “Let’s head back.” He 
took his canteen back and said aloud, “It’s hotter than hell 
and we've gone far enough. Let’s get back to the village. No 
sense in wearing ourselves out. Is everybody with me on 
that?” 

“Yes, sir!” : 

Within a moment, the entire Black Eagle contingent had 
reversed their tracks and now followed the intrepid scout in 
a rapid return. 

They found going down that damned hill a hell of a lot 
easier than coming up it. 

_. A hundred meters more and Falconi issued terse orders to 
the Goons: 

“Drop out!” 

Loco Padilla, Archie Dobbs, and Blue Richards eased off 
into the jungle and went under cover. 

Ky Luyen took over the honors as point man, leading the 
patrol on a slightly different return path. Born and raised in 
such terrain, he was perfectly comfortable in the job. Al- 
_ though not quite as expert as Archie, he got them back in 
record time. 
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When the patrol walked back into the jungle, they played 
the role of worn-out, careless troops. Laughing and talking 
loud, they went to the well and refreshed themselves by 
drinking water and playfully splashing it around. Weapons 
were strewn around and they seemed so lighthearted that 
several children approached them in hopes of getting some 
candy. 

The Black Eagles didn’t disappoint the youngsters. C-Ra- 
tion chocolate was generously passed around. Now the 
laughter and yelling of the children was added to the din. 
The adults, watching nearby, also lightened up a bit at the 
sight. These Americans and their foreign friends seemed 
more pleasant company then the sour-faced Viet Cong who 
always had political commissars along to subject the villagers 
to long, dreary lectures. 

And some of the young women found the Black Eagles 
rather attractive in a strange, sensuous way. 

After refreshing themselves and washing up, the two fire 
teams settled down for a good-natured meal. They bought a . 
pig from the old man they'd met when they first came into 
the hamlet. After roasting the animal for several hours, an 
evening feast was held to which all were invited. The affair 
turned into quite a party. 

Paulo Garcia sang some Portuguese songs he'd learned as 
a boy in San Diego; Carlos Margo, with some rather inex- 
pert help from Park Song and Steve Matsuno, performed a 
Philippine stick-dance, leaping in and out of long clacking 
sticks as his assistants banged them together in rhythm. 

But the highlight of the evening was Nigel Ordway- 
Beckett’s performance as Hamlet. He used the skull of the 
deceased pig as he recited: 

“Alas! Poor Yorick! I knew him, Horatio; a fellow of infi- 
nite jest, of most excellent fancy; he hath borne me on his 
back a thousand times; and now, how abhorred in my imagi- 
nation it is!” 

He was such a ham and exhibited such exaggerated man- 
nerisms that the Vietnamese screamed in laughter and ap- 
plauded his acting style. This only served to encourage the. 
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Englishman, who continued the one-man stage play even 
though the Black Eagles booed and hissed. 

The feast continued into the night and finally came to an 
end at dawn. At that time the Alpha Fire Team, under 
Captain Ray Swift Elk’s command, boarded Zimbo Zim- 
bowski’s helicopter and were borne off into the growing heat 
of the new day. , 

_Colonel Falconi and the Bravo Fire Team settled down to | 
nap through the day, as they caught up on both the lack of 
sleep from a night's celebration and the hard work of the 
patrol before that. The villagers even cut their work short in 
the rice paddies to rest a bit. 

All in all, the scene in the village was peaceful and calm as 
. soldiers and peasants dozed and relaxed the pleasant day 
away. No one stirred except to tend to nature’s call or to get 
a bite to eat off the remnants of the pig’s carcass. 

But out in the jungle, the Goons waited in tense anticipa- 
tion for the violent action that_was sure to come. And a Viet 
Cong detachment, looking forward to attacking the lazy 
Americans in the village, moved relentlessly and eagerly to- 
ward their objective. 

The shit was about to hit the fan. 
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Chapter 12 


The attack on the Vietnamese rice farmers’ village didn’t 
start with the roar of a mortar barrage or even a volley of 
machine-gun salvos. 

Instead, the opening shot was exactly that—a single bullet 
fired from the barrel of an AK47 assault rifle by a Viet Cong 
guerrilla. 

The round slowed into a tree just above the head of the 
Korean marine Park Song. He responded by rolling to his 
right where his M16 was ready, grabbing the weapon and 
immediately blasting a half-dozen rounds-back in the direc- 
tion of the unwanted attention. 

From that point on, Colonel Falconi’s battle plan went 
into action. 

The Black Eagle commander wanted to keep the fighting 
as far away from the village —and the surrounding rice pad- 
dies—as possible in order to avoid civilian casualties. The 
Viet Cong, unconcerned with such niceties as sparing inno- 
cent lives, launched their initial attack across the heads of 
the unfortunate people preparing for the harvest. The old 
men and women laboring in the mud had to duck into the 
muck as dozens of bullets flew over their heads. 

Sergeant Carlos Margo was well prepared for the direc- 
tion of the Charlies’ assault. Properly situated and waiting, 
he quickly assumed his role as fire team grenadier. Firing as 
rapidly as he could load and point, the Philippine soldier 
sent round after round of grenades into the enemy attack 
position. He lobbed M433 antipersonnel projectiles mostly, 
interspersing them with M397 airbursts as his M203 gre- 
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nade-launcher grew hot with the effort. 

The devastating éffect of the enfilading fire surprised the 
Viet Cong commander. After sustaining numerous casual- 
ties, he shifted his forces farther west to hit the village from 
another angle. 

Exactly as Falconi had expected him to do. 

It was to the VC leader’s credit —and also because of the 
tenacity of his men—that he was able to completely change 
his plans and move numerous squads quickly on short no- 
tice. 

But what he didn’t know was that a reception committee 
was waiting for him. 

The rest of the fire team, now under the colonel’s com- 
mand with Captain Harry Diggs acting as rifleman, was 
‘dug in and tensed for action. From the action taken by the 
Charlies, Falconi knew he had rightly figured out the only 
avenue open for an alternative attack by the enemy follow- 
ing the flank attack from the fire team’s grenadier. 

When the first ranks of Viet Cong trotted forward within 
range, the initial volleys of the Bravo Fire Team cut them 
down. 

The Charlies pulled back. The Red guerrillas now real- 
ized they faced a prepared foe rather than the lackadaisical 
group they'd been told was occupying the village. A ma- 
chine-gun squad was brought up to support the attack and 
take some of the pressure off the foot troops. When the three 
Chicom weapons were in position, they immediately opened 
up, pounding the Black Eagle position. 

Hissing tracers smacked around their fighting holes, but 
Falconi’s men didn’t flinch. Standing fast, they waited for 
the VC troops to storm into view. The determined enemy, 
mistakenly sensing an easy victory, pushed forward to leap 
- over their initial dead as they rushed from the jungle to cross 
the open space between the thick trees and the small ridge 
where the Black Eagles were dug in. 

Sweeping fire from Bravo Fire Team a more grenades 
from Margo, who had rejoined the fighting group, plowed 
into the ranks of the Reds. The first rifle sections melted 
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under the hail of steel, but those behind closed in and 
charged through the dead and wounded. The second wave 
met the same fate as the first, and within short moments the 
third line of attackers waded through them. 

That group fared somewhat better for a brief time by 
hesitating before reaching the point where the main action 
had occurred. But their apprehension eventually cost them 
their lives, as they turned into stationary targets of opportu- 
nity when the Black Eagles shifted their fire on Falconi’s 
command. Arnie Bledsoe’s fully automatic fire chattered 
above the noise of the other fusillades directed at the Char- 
lies. 

A few of the enemy survived, however, by quickly with- 

- drawing. They bumped into the forth echelon of attackers. 
Together, the fresh men and the survivors withdrew from the 
hell the Black Eagles blasted at them, completely leaving the 
battlefield. 

The fighting slipped into a lull. 

Arnie Bledsoe, as second-in-command of the fire team, 
took advantage of the quiet to pass out more bandoleers of © 
ammunition. He went from hole to hole, dropping in the 
bullets and checking each man. 

Carlos Margo, his precious grenades ready to go, had 
been acting as a rifleman during the fighting. He took the 
extra.ammo with a grin and a wink. 

Both Ky Luyen and Park Song were in great shape and 
feeling good. The Korean marine asked, “You think the 
Charlies get near enough for hand-to-hand?” As a karateka, 
he liked the eyeball-to-eyeball aspect of close-in fighting. 

“I couldn’t tell you,’ Arnie remarked. “But from the way 
things is going, if them frigging Charlies try again, we'll 
have the bastards shiot to shit before they can get halfway 
across that open area.” 

Arnie crawled over to Captain Harry Diggs’ 8 position and 
passed him some magazines. “Ever’body i is in top shape, sir. 
No casualties and the team is still raring to go.” 

“Good!” Diggs said. “Have you seen to the commanding 
officer yet?” 
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“No, sir? Arnie said. “fm on my way.’ ; 
“Give the colonel your report and my compliments,’ 
Diggs said. 

' “Yes, sir’? The American sergeant crawled to the hole 
where Colonel Falconi directed the battle. “The fire team is 
in great shape, sir. Plenty of ammo and morale is good. And 
you're a handsome-looking officer” 

“What?” Falconi asked puzzled. 

“Captain Diggs said I was to compen you,’ Arnie said 
“He’s real strange sometimes, sir” 

‘ Falconi laughed. ““I think he wanted you to give me his 
compliments. It’s customary to say it that way sometimes, I 
guess.” 

“Whatever,” Arnie said, with a shrug. 

“Anyhow, thanks, Arnie” Falconi said, taking a couple of 
bandoleers from the Green Beret. 

“Do you figger we’ve whipped ’em for good, sir?” - 

_ “I doubt if they'll give up this b early i in the game,” Falconi 
remarked. “We'll see ’em again” 

“You're right, sir” Arnie said. 

“Now you'd better get back to your own hole. I’m sure the 

_ Charlies will be making that next attack real soon.’ 

And the colonel was right. 

The next assault on the Black Eagles’ defensive position 
was a massed, screaming attack that rolled out of the jungle 
and flowed across the open space. The entire Viet Cong unit 
participated in the effort. 

Carlos Margo stood up in his hole and fired his grenades 

. Straight into the mob of shrieking humanity rushing toward 
them. Most of the rounds detonated upon contact with men, 
rather than hitting the ground first. Captain Diggs, Ser- - 
geant Ky Luyen, and Sergeant Park Song fired single shots 
as rapidly as they could aim and pull their individual trig- 
gers. After five full minutes, they no longer needed to aim. 
They simply pointed their M16s in the right direction and 
pumped rounds into the crowd of VC attackers. 

Arnie Bledsoe, as the automatic rifleman, also didn’t 
bother to aim. He sprayed large firebursts out as if he were 
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hanging on to a fire hose. Colonel Falconi, recognizing the 
need for massed firepower against the steamrolling attack, 
also sent out long streams of 5.56-millimeter bullets that 
cascaded back and forth in the tight-packed formation of the 
Viet Cong. 

The scene was an explosive picture of pure hell in which 
detonations, bellowing fighters, and shrieking casualties.set 
up a din that echoed hideously off the hills in the near dis- 
tance. Inside the village, the people huddled under the huts, 
wondering what demons from hell had been unleashed into 
the surrounding countryside. 

The Charlies went down as individuals, in twos and 
threes, and in large groups. After reaching a point three- 
quarters across the open space, they could progress no 
more. For one full minute they endured the onslaught of hot 
steel. Then, those whose bodies hadn’t been slashed by fly- 

_ing bullets gave in as their spirits broke. As if on command, 
mass panic set in and the Charlies turned tail and streamed 
off the battlefield once more. This time their casualties cov- 
ered the ground i in a blanket of dead and maimed humanity. 

And, again, silence followed the withdrawal. 

Arnie Bledsce passed out more ammunition as everyone 
‘took advantage of the lull to get something to eat. They 
broke out C-rations, washing down the canned food with 
swigs from their canteens. Diggs detailed Ky Luyen and 
Park Song to gather up all empty water bottles and get over 
to the village well to refill them. The two hurried the job 
along in case of another attack, but they might as well have 
taken their time. An hour passed with nothing happening. 

Falconi’s radio came to life with Loco Padilla’s voice. He 
and his two Goons were still under cover out in the jungle. 
Falconi, glad to hear from him, quickly answered. “This is 
Falcon. Over” ; 

“We've been listening to the shooting,’ Loco informed the 
colonel. “How’s things going? Over.” 

“We're in top shape,” Falconi informed him. “Any activity 
out your way? Over” 

“Affirmative,” Loco reported. “A few minutes ago a small 
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column of Victor Charlies went by us. They was out of sight 
so I sent Archie to check ’em out. But they was already past 
by the time he reached the place. Footprints indicated they 
was lugging heavy loads. There wasn’t enough of ’em to be 
reinforcements. Prob’ly an ammo resupply detail. Over” 

“Roger,” Falconi agreed. “Hang tight and wait up. Are you 
in position to support us if we get a chance to make a big 
squeeze? Over.’ 

“Affirmative,” Loco said. “Over? 

“Then stand by; Falconi said. “Out.” 

The scene remained steeped in an utter, eerie silence. No 
sound came from the direction of the Viet Cong position. 
The Korean marine Park Song reported seeing a couple of 
Charlies near the edge of the jungle, but their actions indi- 
cated they were no more than a reconnaissance patrol sim- 
ply keeping an eye on things to make sure the Black Eagles 
launched no attack against them. 

Captain Harry Diggs joined Colonel Falconi in his fight- 
ing hole. The Australian lit a cigarette. “I wonder what 
they’re about, sir: 

“Who knows?” Falconi answered with a shrug. “They may 
have sent for some help, but I doubt it. All the intelligence 
reports say that there is no more than one eG unit in this 
sector.” 

“Perhaps they are issuing out ammunition or rations,’ 
Diggs suggested. 

. Falconi nodded. “Could be. The Goons reported a group 
of some sort going past their position some time ago. They 
_ figure it was a supply detail of some sort.” 

“That makes sense,” Diggs said. “Well, I'll get back to my 
own position in case those little bastards decide to check us 

out again. G'day, sir” 
' -SP see you later, Harry,’ Falconi said. 

Time continued to drag on. Falconi finally put the team 
on fifty percent alert to allow them to get some catnaps 
before the next assault. The afternoon sun hit its apex and 
began rolling downward toward the western horizon. As the 
shadows lengthened, the birds that had been frightened 
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away by the firing began slowly to return to the area. Their 
chirping was intermittent but growing. 

Crump! 

The sound carried slightly through the hot, still air. Every 
Black Eagle—each an experienced combat veteran—knew 
what it was. All instinctively uttered the warning cry: 

' “Incoming mortar fire!” 

" The round hit in no-man’s-land, right in the midst of the 
Viet Cong bodies so heavily sprawled in the area. The ex- 
plosion threw corpses high into. the air, shredding them into 
pieces. 

Crump! 

The second shell landed behind the positions, blowing up 
nothing more than empty. jungle. Now Falconi knew what 
the group of VC that Loco had figured was a supply detail 
really was—a mortar squad lugging weapons and ammo for- 


ward to set up. 

Crump! 

“If this isn’t on target, it'll be damned lose!” Faleoni yelled 
out. “Get down in those holes!” . 


That third round slammed into the earth near Carlos 
Margo, throwing dirt and rocks on top of the grenadier.. He 
cursed and spat as the debris rained down on him. 

“Shit!” Arnie Bledsoe yelled out. “They got the range!” 

“Then stay down, goddamn it!” Falconi bellowed. 

. Crump! Crump! Crump! 

Now the barrage hit full blast. The shells, 82-millimeters 
out of M1937 Soviet mortars, slammed down in the middle 
of the positions in numerous deafening detonations. Con- 
cussion battered the Black Eagles’ ears while shards of shrap- 
nel sliced through the air above them. It was only a matter 
of time before the law of averages-took over and hunks of 
Falconi and his men would be splattered all over the position 
they had spent most of the day defending. 

It seemed a bad way to end the day and a hell of a way to 
die. 
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Chapter 13 


Archie Dobbs had just unscrewed the top of his canteen to 
treat himself to a drink of lukewarm water when the first 
mortar round went off. 

“What the hell?” he remarked. 

Blue Richards, reclining on his back, abruptly sat straight 
up. “Mortars!” 

“No shit! What was your first clue, Dick Tracy?” Loco 
remarked. “The question is, whose?” 

“Maybe the colonel brought up Mister Culpepper and the 
Fire Support Team,” Archie suggested. 

“I didn’t hear any chopper activity” Loco said. “The heavy 
weapons bunch sure as hell ain’t gonna walk to the village 
from the base camp” 

“You're right,” Blue said. “Besides that, if you recall, our 
support bunch is got 60s and them shells is a damn sight 
biggern that?” 

_. “Maybe Dealer Finney pulled something and we got some 
81s in)’ Archie said hopefully. . 

“But they still wouldn’t be out here.” Blue listened intently. 
“It’s kinda hard to tell where they’re landin’” 

The Goons, waiting in their hiding place behind the Viet 
Cong lines, tensed as additional mortar shells exploded in 
the distance. 

“Are you guys sure you can’t tell where the damn things is 
hitting?” Archie asked. 

“It beats the shit outta me? Blue said. “Loco?” 

“There’s only one way to find out? the marine said, grab- 
bing his radio. He pressed the transmit button and spoke 
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into the mouthpiece. “Falcon, this is Goon. Over” 

Now. a long series of detonations sounded. 

“Call em again!” Blue urged. 

“Falcon. Falcon. I say again. This is Goon. Over” Loco 
said in a concerned tone. 

' Finally the colonel’s voice came back. The background 
was distorted with blasting noises, but the Black Eagle com- 
mander could be understood. “Okay, Goon. This is Falcon.” 

“Who’s catching it, Falcon? You guys or the Charlies? 
Over” Loco asked. 

“We're in the hot seat, Goon,’ Falconi transmitted. “And 
something has to be done fast or we're going to have our- 
selves blown out of this war. That supply detail -you reported 
was a mortar squad. Over? 

“Got you, Falcon,” Loco said. “That incoming fire hitting 
you guys sounds awful from here. Over.” 

“It’s worse than it sounds,’ Falconi said. “That mortar bat- 
tery has to be neutralized. Over” 

“Falcon, we'll find ’em and nip that shit in the bud. Over” 

“Go for it? Falconi said urgently. More explosions 
sounded that could be heard both over the radio and in the 
distance: “And move fast! Out” 

“Its our guys getting mortared,” Loco reported to his 
team..“That group of Charlies passing by that we thought 
was toting supplies, was really heavy-weapons crews. We 
gotta find the bastards before they blow the shit out of the 
colonel and the Bravos.” 

' Archie got to his feet and pulled on his patrol harness. 
The VC fired another barrage. The scout pointed to the 
south. “That way!” 

Loco and Blue had quickly donned their own gear. Loco 
nodded to Archie. “Lead on!” He pointed to Blue. “Take the 
rear, sailor” 

“Aye, aye,” Blue said. 

Archie moved easily but slowly through the trackless jun- 
gle vegetation. The mortar barrages turned into blessings of 
sorts. Their noise made it less necessary for the Goon Team 
to maintain sound discipline as they fought their way 
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through the clinging vines and branches of the rain forest. 
But it was still slow going. 

Distances in such tropical terrain are not measured in 
kilometers or even meters. Time is the determining factor. 
In those places of the world—be they Southeast Asia, Cen- 
tral America, or the Amazon Basin—destinations are de- 
scribed as being “hours” or “minutes” away. A five kilometer 
trek in open country might be done within one hour, but a 
hundred meters through mountainous jungle terrain might 
take up to three hours to complete. 

Archie changed direction several times as they closed in 
on the VC mortars. This was to correct a wrong way taken 
when sound distortion in the thick jungle caused him to 
misjudge the exact location. The disturbing echo quality was 
confusing as the explosive noise reverberated through the 
trees. 

That didn’t completely throw Archie, because he was well 
experienced in such situations. He had dealt with the prob- 
lem numerous times as a Green Beret and on the previous 
nineteen missions with the Black Eagles. 

But when he unexpectedly bumped into a squad of Char- 
lies, he became quite agitated. 

Evidently pulled from the line for a rest, the VC group 
was lounging in a hidden clearing when‘ Archie broke 
through the surrounding jungle and stumbled straight into 
their midst. He actually tripped over one man’s foot and 
almost fell flat on his face. 

Exclamations and curses in both English and Vietnamese 
followed. Archie performed as his own rear guard by firing 
wildly at the Reds with his M16 as he instantly reversed his 
direction and returned to the cover of the trees. 

AK47 rounds, fired without aiming, came from the Viet 
Cong position, whistling and smacking around the with- 
drawing scout. Loco and Blue moved forward rapidly until 
they joined him. 

“What the hell’s going on?” Loco demanded to know. 

“Charlies up ahead,’ Archie reported breathlessly. “Ten or 
twelve of em. They was taking a break up there and I kind 
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of found ’em without expecting to.” 
Another wild volley of enemy firing followed. 

“That’s all we need” Loco said. “Goddamn it! We got to 
get to them mortars damned quick or the colonel and Bravos 
are gonna buy the farm” 

“We ain’t got much choice in tactics,” Blue pointed out. 

*Full-auto,” Loco said, slipping his own rifle selector for- 
ward. “As skirmishers| Go!” 

Lined up abreast, the Goon Teain moved forward as rap- 
idly as possible. 

“Fire!” Loco ordered. It was an absolute necessity to get a 
_ curtain of steel out ahead of them even if there were no 
handy targets of opportunity around. 

And that was the meaty the Viet Cong squad leader also 
followed. 

A heavy, violent crescendo of firing built up as the two 
opposing forces closed in. When the Goons reached the edge 
of the tree line, Loco again issued verbal orders. Because of 
the thunderous noise, he repeated himself to make sure Ar- 
. chie and Blue heard him: 

- “Down! Down! Down!” 

The team hit the dirt fast and hard, using what cover was 
there. Now they could see the enemy in the clearing. The 
Viet. Cong, either. kneeling or squatting, were fighting 
blindly. They were also on full-automatic, swinging their 
muzzles back and forth as they sprayed out 7.62-millimeter 
slugs. 

Now the Black Eagle fire began telling rapidly. A Charlie, 
hit in the chest, was tossed over on his back. Another spun 
under the slamming impact of slugs and a third and fourth 
simply collapsed under the fusillade. Their sudden deaths 
unnerved the rest of the Charlies. The survivors attempted 
to escape, but never made it to the other side ofthe clearing. 

Loco bellowed, “Cease fire!” He motioned at Archie. 
“Don’t waste time. Move out.” He looked at Blue. 

Blue nodded. “I know! I know! Take the rear.” 

. The Goons once again moved as fast as possible toward 
the sound of the mortars. Each hoped like hell that when 
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they reached the battery they would be able to silence it— 
and do the job in time to save their commanding officer and 
the men of Bravo Fire Team. 

It took almost a full quarter of an hour before Archie 
finally called a halt. He signaled his fellow goons to join 
him. Pointing ahead, he announced. “There’s them mortars. - 
I got to go up there and check the layout of the area” 

“Make it snappy!” Loco urged him. 

Archie, on his hands and knees, scurried forward through 
the brush. Loco and Blue, tense and impatient now that the 
objective was so close, squatted in the bushes to wait. 

A hell of a lot of ane now hung in the balance. Jf they 
were able to neutralize the mortars, they might be able to 
save the other Black Eagles, if they were in time. But they 
had to pull off a good attack, which could be done if Archie 
was able to make a good scout. Jf he got back to them. 

The last question was answered when the scout made his 
return. “We're lucky; he announced. “There ain’t any secu- 
rity around them guns.” 

“They prob'ly got all their available riflemen out to the 
front for a final assault on Falconi and the guys,’ Loco sur- 
mised. “How many mortars do they have?” 

“Three,” Archie replied. “Looks like a squad-size unit.” 

' “That gives us one gun apiece to knock out,” Loco said. 

“Right,” Archie said. “We can get in a gocd position at the 
edge of the firing area” 

“Take us there,’ Loco said. “You know the way” 

Archie led them forward to a spet where some fallen trees 
had been stacked after clearing away space for the mortars. 
The Viet Cong had certainly not realized they were provid- 
ing good cover for attackers when they performed the task. 
Loco wasted no time in picking three spots to fire from. As 
soon as Archie and Blue were in position, the marine dis- 
pensed with formalities. . 

“Open up!” 

Each man chose the one of the three mortars nearest him. 
Quick but well-aimed shots were directed first at the loaders. 
The mortar gunners and ammunition bearers instinctively 
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turned around toward the source of the firing. Rapid salvos 
_ of M16 fire toppled them into undignified heaps. 

“Grenades!” Loco ordered. 

The Goons each pulled a. grenade from their harnesses 
and yanked the pins free. : 

“Into the ammo! Throw!” ; 

The grenades, skillfully thrown, sailed through the air 
and bounced in among the crates of mortar shells. The ex- 
plosions that followed were magnificent! As Loco, Archie, 
and Blue huddled behind the thick tree trunks, shrapnel and 
splinters whipped through the air in clouds of destructive . 
debris. The concussion seemed to slap against their heads as 
the sound of the detonations pounded instantly but violently 
against their eardrums. 

For a full minute miscellaneous objects rained down from 
the sky. Remnants of boxes, mortars, equipment, and hu- 
man beings slapped the earth after their brief sojourns sky- 
ward 


Archie shook his head. “Now that was something else, 
wasn’t it?” , 

Loco shook his head and uttered his own reaction to the 
event. “Shit!” 

Blue Richards, always the calm, unaffected Alabamian, 
wiped his nose. “Why’n’t you raise Falcon and see if them ol’ 
boys is all right?” 

Loco took his radio off his shoulder. “Falcon, this is Goon. 
Over” 

Falconi’s voice sounded crisp and clear in the still air. 
“Goon, this is Falcon. Well done. No casualties from the 
mortars. How’s your bunch? Over” 

“We're standing tall, Falcon? Loco said. “And ready for 
further orders. Over” 

“Roger,” Falconi said. “I have to assess the situation. 
Meanwhile, stand fast. Out” 

Archie chuckled. “I wonder if all this success is gonna 
spoil us.” 

“Uh! Oh!” Blue said. 

“What the hell’s your problem?” Archie asked. 
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“Looky yonder; Blue said in a low voice. 

A stacked skirmish line of Viet Cong riflemen came out of 
the jungle on the opposite side of the mortar position. From 
their attitude and movement, the Black Eagles could tell 
they were there to avenge the loss of their mortar squad. 

“As the old shepherd said, let’s get the flock out of here? 
’ Loco said. “Move back!” 

The Goon Team pulled away from the fallen trees and 
_hurried into the heavy brush behind them. Suddenly firing 
broke out to their left, the incoming rounds sparse but close. 

- Loco pointed in the opposite direction. “That’s the way to 


But firing erupted from that particular area. It was heavy 
and the rounds from the left picked up in tempo. 

“Straight ahead!” Loco ordered. “Quick! The bastards are 
' making an enveloping movement against us!” 

The Goons picked up the pace, crashing forward through 
bamboo and leather fern. But suddenly they began to be 
shot at from there as well. All three Black Eagles dove to the 
ground. 

Within a minute the air above their heads cracked with 
hundreds of bullets. Attempts to move in any direction were 

‘short-lived and ended with the Goons having to hug the 
ground as the Viet Cong pressure stepped up markedly. 

“I think,’ Archie wheezed into the dirt, “this is what's 
called being surrounded” 

But Blue was more explicit. “This is what’s called being up 
to your ears in boiling shit!” 

Loco, knowing there was no way out, remained silent.. 
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Chapter 14 


A strong feeling of relief ran through the entire Bravo Fire 
Team. 

All knew that the gigantic explosion they'd heard—not to 
mention the cloud of junk and debris that billowed into the 
tropical sky—heralded the end of the mortars that were 
pounding the hell out of their positions. 

The stillness that lay across the jungle matched their feel- 
ing of relief. The realization that the danger had passed 
caused the Black Eagles to be quiet for a few moments. 

Then elation sat in. 

They all cheered and Arnie Bledsoe shouted, “Let’s hear it 
for the Goon Team!” 

Several hurrahs—and their equivalents in Vietnamese, 
Korean, and Tagalog—quickly followed. 

But Falconi wasn’t caught up in the festivities. “Don’t con- 
gratulate yourselves yet!” the colonel yelled. “Just because 
the mortars are gone doesn’t mean the Charlies have given 
up this fight. Don’t forget that they have riflemen. Stay 
awake and get ready to repel an attack!” 

Everyone immediately calmed down as the seriousness of 
the situation set in once again. They checked the magazines 
in their M16s and tensely waited. Even with the mortars 
eliminated, the VC's heavy weaponry was not all gone. They 
still had-machine guns. If the enemy ever managed to move 
them into the right position, that could spell almost as much 
trouble. 

' Things remained quiet. 
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A few minutes later Malpractice McCorckel appeared. 
He had stayed behind to make a check on his civilian pa- 
tients. The incoming mortar fire delayed his return to the 
unit and the medic had spent a while at the edge of the | 
village after the barrage abruptly ended. When no infantry 
attack was immediately mounted, he ran as fast as he could 
across the open space and dove into Colonel Falconi’s fight- 
ing hole. 

After crashing in on top of his commanding officer, the 
always proper noncommissioned officer saluted and re- 
ported in. “Sir! The medical sergeant respectfully ae 
information on casualties.” 

Falconi untangled himself from Malpractice and ook as 
comfortable as he could while sharing the hole with another 
large man. “We're okay so far, thanks, Malpractice. How're 
things back in the village?” 

“The people are scared shitless, sir, Malpractice said. 
“But nobody’s been hit by stray rounds or shrapnel.” He 
shrugged. “But our presence here is no longer viewed with 
any enthusiasm, no matter how many sick kids I take care 
of” He smiled wryly. “Not that we were winning any popu- 
Jarity contests in the first place” : 

“If we can drive the VC away, then this area is going to be 
out of the war” Falconi said. “If that doesn’t make those rice 
farmers happy, then nothing will” 

“Are you sure the Charlies are gone?” Malpractice asked. 
He glanced toward the jungle from which their assaults had 
been so viciously launched. 

_ “No. As a matter of fact I don’t have any kind of a handle 
on this crappy situation,” Falconi said. “I'm waiting for one 
of two things—either the Charlies are going to make some 
more attacks or the Goons will radio and tell me what's 
going.on out there” 

Distant shots broke out. 

“Would that be our boys?” Malpractice asked. 

“Maybe Loco and his Goons are doing a bit of harassing,’ 
Falconi suggested. 

Another salvo erupted. Then the shooting quickly built 
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up to a constant roar. 

“I think some shit’s going down out there, sir,’ Malpractice 
gave his opinion. “And if I know the Goons, they'll be right 
in the middle of it.” He listened for a few more minutes to 
‘the violent firing. “That don’t sound good to me, sir. Maybe 
you oughta raise the Goons and see what’s going down out 
there.” 

Falconi nodded and turned to his radio. “Goon, this is 
Falcon. Over? 

Loco’s voice, breathless and encited, answered. “Falcon, 
this is Goon — wait!” 

Malpractice frowned. “I wonder set hes wants you to 
stand by.” 

“He sounds busy, doesn’t he?” Falconi said. “But all T can 
do is hold on until he transmits again.” 

As if on some sort of cue, Loco returned to o the air. “Fal- 
con, this is Goon. We're in—wait!” Once more his radio 
message was interrupted. 

“Shit!” Malpractice cussed. “What the hell’s going on with 
them guys?” 

“Something is keeping them occupied,” Falconi said. 
“Loco can’t seem to stay on the radio long enough to make a 
decent transmission.” 

The noise of the distant battle grew to new heights. 

“And I think I know what’s got Loco so goddamned busy,’ 
Malpractice said. 

A couple more: minutes passed before Loco renewed the 
broadcast. “Falcon, this is Goon. We're in deep shit out 
here. If we don’t get relieved pretty quick, we’re dead meat! 
Archie says to head straight out from your positions for two 
hundred meters. Can’t transmit more. Shake a leg! Out.” 

Falcon leaped out of his fighting hole with Malpractice 
right behind him. “As skirmishers!” he commanded. “Move 
directly to the front!” The colonel could read between the 
lines of that desperate request for help. All the Viet Cong’s 
efforts had been turned back on the guys who had destroyed 
their mortar section. 

Bravo Team instantly responded to the terse command. 
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All the combat drill and formation practice that Sergeant 
Major Top Gordon had put them through paid off at that 
critical moment. 

Spread out and on the alert, the five Black Eagles double- 
timed forward. Malpractice joined their rank at the time the 
team reached the numerous dead Viet Cong. They had to 
walk over the thick carpeting of maimed, bloody corpses, 
but it didn’t slow their progress. 

Falconi wasn’t sure what awaited them in the jungle tree 
line. He had no choice under the circumstances but to pull a 
"reconnaissance-by-fire. Qn his order, the Bravos cut loose to 
their direct front. Carlos Margo threw in a couple of high- 
explosive rifle grenades ‘to add some extra punch. The 
rounds slapped and punched into trees that were already 
heavily bullet-pocked from the previous fighting. 

“Step it up!” Falconi ordered, when he was sure no Char- 
lies crouched in the brush ahead of them. 

The line of skirmishers crashed forward. They found 
more VC dead in the jungle. Some were wounded who'd 
died of their injuries after being hauled back by their bud- 
dies. But most were victims who’d gone down under the 
heavy salvos of Black Eagle firing before they even had time 

‘to reach the open area to rush their positions. 

Now the noise of the battle between the surviving Charlies 
and the Goons could be heard clearly. The distinctive sound 
of M16 fire from Loco, Archie, and Blue sounded patheti- 
cally weak within the continuous, heavy blasts of AK47s. 
Falconi was tempted to radio them to let them know that 
Bravo Team was on its way, but he knew that monitoring his 
radio was the last thing Loco would be doing under the 
circumstances. 

Ky Luyen and Park Song on the right were the first to 
bump into the Charlies. The two Black Eagles were immedi- 
ately engaged, the action forcing them to a halt. 

“Margo!” Falconi shouted. He had observed Ky’s and 
Park’s predicament. “Pull back here with me!” 

The Philippine sergeant rushed over and ease the com- 
mander. “Yes, sir!” 
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Falconi pointed in the direction where Ky and Park 
traded shot-for-shot with the Charlies. “Put three Hotel 
Echo rounds over our guys’ heads and straight into the VC 
on the other side.” ; 

Margo instantly obeyed, his trained and nimble hands 
loading and reloading the M203 grenade-launcher. 

Ky and Park instinctively ducked when they heard 
Margo’s weapon kicking out grenades. The devices landed 
among the Charlie riflemen, splattering one against a tree 
and blowing a couple more over a khoai-sap bush. 

The pair of Black Eagles followed this up with a quick 
charge, firing rapidly as they drove the surviving enemy off 
to the flank. And they killed another three accomplishing 
the quick, violent maneuver. 

Over on the left, Arnie Bledsoe used full-automatic fire as 
he covered the efforts of Captain Harry Diggs and Master 
Sergeant Malpractice McCorckel. The combined fire 
poured into the backs of the Viet Cong, who were caught 
completely unprepared for the assault from the rear. 

But they were surprised for only a moment. 

"Quay lurng lai!” the Viet Cong commander ordered. 

His men, as well drilled as the Black Eagles, practically 
spun on their heels and launched a vicious counterattack 
against that side of Falconi’s battle line. 

The incoming fire was heavy and continuous. 

Arnie Bledsoe finished out his thirty-round magazine. He 
was so fired-up that when he yanked it free he threw it at the 
enemy closing in on him. He slammed another thirty 5.56- 
millimeter bullets into the magazine feedway, raised the 
muzzle and hosed the whole load straight into the front 
ranks of the rushing, shrieking Viet Cong. ' 

They lurched and stumbled under the impact of the slugs 
before crumpling to the ground. Their buddies behind them 
jumped the corpses, only to meet a similar fate from the 
blazing weapons of Harry Diggs and Malpractice Mc- 
Corckel. 

Now Carlos Margo was back on ‘that side of the line. He 
began using particularly effective M576 buckshot rounds 
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out of his M203 grenade-launcher. Properly aiming at the 
base of his living targets because of its flat trajectory, the 
Philippine sergeant blasted a half-dozen of the multiprojec- 
tile rounds into the ranks of the Charlies. 

Margo's action ended the fighting with his flesh-shredding 
attack. The interior of the VC formation had been dealt its 
final blows through the efforts of the Goons, who had been 
fighting desperately with wild hopes of seeing the Bravo 
Team crashing in to relieve them. 

Loco, when he first caught sight of Arnie Bledsoe, yelled 
out, “The cavalry is heré to the rescue!” 

“Cavalry your ass!” Arnie growled. “If I ain’t got an infan- 
try MOS then whores ain’t got pussies.” 

“My! My!” Archie said in pseudo-indignation. “Don’t he 
talk awful?” 

“He sure as hell does,” Blue said. “But them Bravo Team 
fellers is got no class a’tall. Jest a bunch a damn rowdies.” 

The battle had come to an end. The surviving Viet Cong, 
only six in all, had thrown down their weapons and dis- 
played the typical submissive signs of their culture— bowing, 
smiling, and keeping their hands spread open to show they 
carried no weapons. , 

Ky Luyen, an ex-Viet Cong himself; took them over for a 
quick interrogation. He found out there were more Viet 
Cong nearby, but that they posed no danger. They were 
conscripts from the village who, because they had yet to be 
properly trained and indoctrinated, had been kept to the 
rear. 

“Go get ‘em; Falconi ordered. “Take one prisoner and 
Arnie with you.” 

Arnie and Ky grabbed one of the VC and hauled him off 
with firm orders to lead them to the spot where the con- 
scripts had been taken. 

Captain Diggs directed Park Song and Carlos Margo to 
make a search of the dead enemy to see if any papers, maps, 
or other useful documents might be found. Inspecting the 
corpses was a messy business. Margo’s buckshot had not 
exactly created neat cadavers. Most were badly torn up, 
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their black pajama uniforms so soaked in blood they dripped 
red goo. Some had’ heads and limbs missing and one actu- 
ally came apart in the middle when Park Song rolled him 
over. 

After the messy search, not one usable piece of intelli- 
gence was discovered. 

“I'm not surprised,” Falconi said. “This was a good outfit. 
But their commander made a couple of big dumb fucking 
errors. He didn’t provide security for his mortars, and he 
failed to use his machine guns properly to support his at- 
tacks.” 

“He must have been inexperienced,” Harry Diggs said. 
He glanced at the enemy dead. “They all seem young. Boys, 
mostly” 

“I don’t think we’ve met the best of the Viet Cong in the 
operational area,” Falconi said. “A bunch like this couldn’t 
have secured such a large territory” , 

“No doubt about that, sir,” Diggs said in agreement. “Tm 
afraid our toughest fights are still ahead of us” 

Falconi winced. “Shit!” 

“It’s not much to look forward to, is it?” Diggs asked. 

“Qh, well,” the colonel said, with a sigh. “If the job was 
easy, they wouldn’t have called us in on it.” 

“Indeed, sir!” Diggs said with a mn and a thumbs-up 
signal. 

Arnie and Ky returned with ten young Vietnamese peas- 
ants. Their apprehension at being rounded up had been 
quickly eased by Ky Luyen. Some had wept with joy when 
they learned they were returning home. 

“They speak of the rice harvest”? Ky Luyen told Falconi. 
“Now the old mans not have to work, eh?” 

When the Black Eagles returned to the village with the 
freed young men, a big celebration spontaneously broke 
_ out. The villagers displayed great emotion in expressing 
their gratitude for the safe return of their sons and brothers. 
All had never expected to see them again. 

As Falconi watched the joyful reunion of families, he put 
his hand on Master Sergeant Malpractice McCorckel’s 
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shoulder. “It’s times like this that make all the shit we go 
through worth it.” 

Malpractice glanced over at some of the children he had 
treated. All he said was, “Yes, sir” 
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| Chapter 15 


Colonel Robert Falconi, sipping C-ration coffee from his 
canteen cup, stood in front of his assembled team leaders 
and Goons at a staff meeting he'd called shortly after his 
return to the base camp with Bravo Team and Malpractice 
McCorckel. 

It was a most informal assemblage. The attenders were 
dressed in various stages of combat uniforms. Some were 
without shirts, others had removed their boots to air out 
their feet, and Loco Padilla had gone so far as to strip down 
to his shorts. The most informal, as always, was Archie 
Dobbs. He’d just taken a whore’s bath in his steel pot and 
had adorned himself in nothing but an olive-drab G. I. towel 
around his waist, while sporting jungle boots without socks. 

But, in spite of the casual attitude toward attire, all had 
‘two very vital things with them: their M16 rifles, within 
easy reach, and their maps. That included the good colonel. 

Captain Ray Swift Elk, as was the custom of his people, 
sat crosslegged. His back was ramrod straight as he waited . 
to see what the detachment commander had to say. 

The Bravo Team leader, Captain Harry Diggs, enjoyed 
some hot tea and a cracker. _ 

- Galvin Culpepper, the black chief warrant officer in 
charge of the heavy weapons, lay back on his elbows with his 
eyes half-closed. As far as he was concerned, the whole oper- 
ation had been nothing but one great big fucking bore. He’d 
' been having as much fun as a horny soldier in a nunnery. 

Staff Sergeant Loco Padilla of the Goons picked his nose. 

Not wanting to be out in the cold, Sergeant Major Top 
Gordon took advantage of his position in the unit to attend 


123 


the meeting. As chief ass-kicker, he always liked to know in 
which direction he would kick those butts. 

The helicopter pilot, Lieutenant Pete “Zimbo” Zim- 
bowski, stood behind them all, fidgeting impatiently. He 
was the sort of man who craved action. He didn’t like too 
many lulls when he was out on ops. 

Falconi finished his coffee, tossing the remnants out into 
the bushes. He turned to his men. “We're splitting up,’ he 

_ announced. 

“A divorce?” Archie smirked. 

“What about the kids?” Blue asked with a good-ol’-boy 
country grin. 

‘Knock it off!” the sergeant major shouted: 

“The reason I’m separating the teams is because at the 
rate we're going itll take five years to accomplish this mis- 
sion,’ said Falconi, smiling at his Goons’ bad humor. 

“Where’re we splitting up to?” Swift Elk asked. 

“I’ve given this area another damned good map reconnais- 
sance,’ Falconi said. “I found there are three good hilltops 
besides this one that dominate the territory. And they are 
just aching to be occupied. I've even named them— Larry, 

' Curly, and Moe? 

“After the Three Stooges?” Swift Elk asked. 

“But what about this hill we got our asses parked on right 
now?” Loco Padilla inquired. “If you’re gonna use them 
Three Stooges’ names, what’re you gonna call the base 
camp’s home?” 

_ “Ti name it after the most underrated Stooge of them all,’ 
Falconi answered. “The fourth one—Shemp.’ 
_ “Yeah,” Sergeant Major Top Gordon interjected. “He was 
good. He replaced Curly after the guy died, right?” 
' “Right,” Falconi said. “Now everybody get out your maps” 
The crowd dutifully obeyed. Within a minute all had their 
personal charts spread out in front of them, waiting for the 
colonel to continue his briefing. 
“And don’t make any goddamned marks on em!” Falconi 
suddenly shouted so loudly and abruptly that everyone 
jumped a bit. He calmed down and smiled. “Do I make 
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myself clear?” : 

"Yes, sir!” they shouted in unison. 

‘Tm so glad.” the colonel said. “Now listen up. The hill to 
the north here is called Larry. That’s where Alpha Fire Team 
is going. Got that, Swift Elk?” 

“Yes, sir. I-sure do,” the Sioux answered. “Are there any 

special orders?” . - 
_ “I want some reconnaissance patrols.” Falconi said. “And 
by that, I mean for you and your guys to go by the book. 
Avoid all.enemy contact if at all possible. If you sight any 
Charlies, keep them under observation for as long as practi- 
cal. Then pull back and radio me back here on Shemp. Got 
it?” 

“Yes, sir” 

“The same goes for you on Hill Curly, Falconi said to 
Captain Harry Diggs. 

“Understood, sir,’ the Aussie captain answered. 

Chief Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper sat up. He 
hoped things might liven up as far as he was concerned. 
“What the hell are you gonna do with me and my boys, sir? 
Are we staying here on Hill Shemp?” 

“No? Falconi answered. “[m moving you, your men, and 
all the mortars and ammunition to Hill Moe. It’s right 
there, see?” 
' Culpepper checked the map. Suddenly the muscular 
black officer broke into a wide, happy grin. “Yes, sir. From 
there. we can cover all the other hills with our mortars. Nice 
going, Colonel. As a heavy-weapons infantryman, allow me 
to congratulate you.” 

“Thank you, Calvin,” Falconi said. 

“What about us Goons?” Loco Padilla asked. 

“You'll stay here on Hill Shemp with the Command Ele- 
ment until you’re needed somewhere else or there’re special — 
missions or patrol duty for you to perform." 

- Leco was disappointed. “Aye, aye, sir,’ he glumly re- 
sponded. 

‘Top walked up behind him and leaned down. “Don’t be 
disappointed; Sergeant Padilla. You and your hooligans will 
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be close to me so I can keep an eye on you and make sure 
you don’t stray off the straight and narrow path of accept- 
able conduct.’ ; 

Loco smiled weakly. “The boys will be pleased when I 
point that out to them, Sergeant Major.” 

‘Tm sure they will? Top said. 

Calvin Culpepper stood up. “When do we leave, sir? My 
team has been going nuts just sitting around this ol base 
camp. It'll do us all good to get out and stretch our legs.’ 

“Your Support Team will be the first, Calvin,” Falconi 
said. [I want you packed and ready to move out within an 
hour. And don’t forget to get set up to give us some strong 
mortar support where and when we need it.” 

“Calcitra Clunis, sir!” Culpepper said. 

The chief warrant officer left the group and hurried over 
to the side of the hill where the Fire Support Team had been 
sitting since their arrival in the operational area. “Hey!” 
Culpepper yelled. “Let’s see some bright eyes here.” 

Gunnar. Olson, the Norwegian-American from Minne- 
sota, looked up from where he sat on an ammunition crate. 
“Bright eyes? I’m about as happy as a Swede caught at a 
Norwegian dance with a Danish girlfriend” He sighed. “I 
just don’t feel wanted, Mister Culpepper” 

“Well, gather ‘round, boys,” Culpeepe said cheerfully. “I 
got some great news for you.” 

Ski Czeweszeski, Benny Maggiore, and Books Bracken 
had been passing the time cleaning mortars that by then 
needed very little, attention. All had been swabbed, oiled, 
and checked out numerous times during the long hours the 
team had been lounging in their area waiting to be used. 

Books looked carefully at Culpepper. “Well, sir!” he ex- 
claimed. “Am I to deduce by your resplendent and cheerful 
countenance that you have at last been fortuitous in your 
quest to acquire a spot of action for us?” 

“Shut up, Books!” the chief warrant officer said. “Now 
listen up, everybody. We're moving to a hill just west of 
here. We'll be setting up again to support the detachment’s 
action in the operational area. From our new position, we'll 
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‘be within range of all an happenings.’ 

The group cheered. 

“Til bet the colonel has some real ass-kicking plans it in the 
works, huh?” remarked Maggiore. 

“Show us on the map where we're going, Mister Culpep- 
per” Ski asked. 

Culpepper pointed out the topographical feature. “You 
guys can see that we'll be able to drop mortar rounds any- 
where around the other three hills. By the way, the code - 
names are Larry, Curly, and Moe. This place here is gonna 
be Hill Shemp” 

“The Three Stooges!” Gunnar laughed. “With ol’ Shemp 
thrown in for good measure.” 

“Most droll?” said Books. “When do we actually depart 
from this wretched, tedious situs, Mister Culpepper?” 

“What the hell is a situs?” Culpepper asked. 

Books sighed. “It is a common noun that denotes location, 
position —” 

“Shut up, Books!” Culpepper pointed to their gear. “Let’s 

gather things up and get it ready to throw on Zimbo’s chop- 
per, guys. Time is wasting” 
The Fire Support Team jumped to the task. It was hard 
work repacking the mortars and the Browning .50-caliber 
machine gun. After that was done, all the ammunition 
which had been painstakingly arranged for easy access also 
had to be put back into its crates and made ready for trans- 
portation. 

By that time the- Goons had shown up. Sergeant Major 
Top Gordon sent them over to help lug the heavy equipment 
to the helicopter landing pad and stow it properly on Zim- 
bo’s Huey. It was grim toil in the hot climate. The men’s 
bare backs glistened with sweat as they struggled with the 
heavy loads. 

Next, rations and jerry cans of water had to be loaded. 
Sergeant Dealer Finney organized the load and threw in 
some lister bags so they could be hung up and used to hold 
_ the water. Those devices would make the water somewhat 
-cooler—but not by much. 
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Finally, with the interior of the aircraft crammed, the Fire 
’ Support Team squeezed aboard. Ski ‘Czeweszeski looked 
over at his fellow Polish-American, Zimbo, and grinned at 
“Hey, Zimbo!” Ski called out. ‘Czy jedzenie podaja w samolo- 
ete?” 

“Tak. Til send the stewardess with a big plate of kielbasa,” 
Zimbo said, with a laugh. “And a nice bowl of zupa jar- 
zynowa,” 

“Don’t forget a nice cold bottle of piwo,” Ski reminded 
him. “Something from the old country, okay?” 

“You're a fucking dreamer, ain’t you?” Zimbo said, slap- 
ping him on the shoulder. He muscled his way through the 
gear and men and eased into his cockpit. 

Moments later the rotors began to turn slowly; then they 
picked up speed. Working the cyclic and collective, Zimbo 
eased his machine into the air. When he reached the altitude 
he wanted, he eased the nose down, aiming directly for the 
hill so recently named Moe. A five-minute flight ended with 
the chopper settling down gently on the knoll. 

The team rolled out of the helicopter and-went directly to 
work. They had little time to spare in unloading the gear 
and setting up for action. Now they were separated from the — 
others with no buffers of fire teams between themselves and 
the enemy. 

By the time Zimbo had wished Ski a fond dowidzenia, the 
men were already at work digging in and camouflaging the 
new position. The last chore, done after three hours of care- 
ful toil, was to organize the weaponry. The mortars were set 
up so they could be easily swung around to cover all direc- 
tions. The same was done for the heavy machine gun. 
Calvin Culpepper wanted all angles of the position covered 
as much as possible. 

His senior gunner, Staff Sergeant ‘Gunnar Olson, sur- 
veyed the scene. “We'll have a hell of a time if the Charlies 
decide to storm us,.Mister Culpepper” 

“Yeah, you're right about that,” Culpepper replied. “But if 
you check the map you'll see we're the central location riear- 
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est the Command Element. We're supposed to be in the best 
position to do our job in fire support. Even if we ain’t got a 
fire team parked up here with us, there should be a sort of 
defensive posture around us” 

“What should be. in combat and what really is can be two 
very different things,” Gunnar pointed out. 

“Well, you’re my second-in-command,” Culpepper said. 
“Do you have any suggestions?” 

“Hell, there’s only one thing I can recommend,” Gunnar 
said. “Trust in luck, them mortars, and Colonel Falconi.” 

“Don’t forget the Goons,’ Culpepper reminded him. 
“They might be.sent up here-now and then” 

Gunnar shook his head. “Sir, sometimes I think that the 
colonel is bound and determined to get Loco, Archie, and 
Blue zapped.” 

“They get the toughest assignments, all right,” Culpepper 
agreed. 

“Maybe up ’til now they have,” Gunnar said. “I think we 
might just have surpassed them in that department.” 

Culpepper displayed an easy grin. “Well, my fellow com- 
mander, you and me will just keep this to ourselves, all 
right?” — 

“Yes, sir,’ Gunnar said. “There’s no sense in getting the 
other three guys upset.” 

They strolled over to where Books, Ski, and Benny con- 
sumed a C-ration meal. They sipped lukewarm water from 
their canteens to wash down the chow. 

“Sir” Books said between bites. “I perceive a marked de- 
gree of peril in our present circumstance. Any overt, aggres- 
sive action directed against us by a determined foe on this 
hill will result in our vanquishment.” 

Culpzpper frowned. “Books, just what the hell are you 
trying to say?” 

Books spooned another bite of spaghetti into his mouth. 
He chewed slowly and thoughtfully. “The thought I wish to 
convey to you-and also to my colleagues—is that if the 
Charlies attack us, they're gonna grind us into dogmeat” 
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Chapter 16 


The commanding officer of the Viet Cong guerrilla bands 
conducting partisan warfare in the Black Eagles’ operational 
area was not actually a Viet Cong himself. In fact, as far as 
his origins and education went, he had very little in com- 
mon with the men he commanded. 

The Comrade Commandant—as he was known by his 
troops—was a career officer of the North Vietnamese Army. 
Another irony of his life was that he’d begun his military 
career in the Indochinese colonial army that served the 
French. And it was even more paradoxical that he was the 
scion of a wealthy merchant family of Chinese ancestry. If 
there was anyone who would seem a natural enemy of the 
very cause he served, it would be this former colonial army 
officer. 

~Comrade Commandant had been reared in luxury in a 
mansion fully staffed and served by servants and maids. As 
far as domestic chores were concerned, his family had never 
raised a hand to serve themselves. They had always paid 
others to perform the menial housekeeping tasks necessary 
for their home. Furthermore, the Viet Cong leader had 
been educated abroad in a program of schooling that in- 
cluded Saint Cyr Military Academy, the West Point of 
France. 

As a young man he had been a combination of intellectual 
and soldier who reveled in the manly rigors of military life 
while enjoying deep, probing studies into political science, 
philosophy, and history~It was that scholarly side of him that 
drove him to the communists, as much as the desire to see 
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his country independent of European rule. As a young sub- 
altern, Comrade Commandant’s reading of revolutionary 
and extremist political pamphlets raised his curiosity about a 
totalitarian, yet classless, society in which all citizens’ needs 
were met by the state. No one, under that philosophy at 
least, was supposed to have more than his share or needs to 
enjoy a reasonably comfortable life: Comrade Commandant 
had always suffered from a bad conscience because of his 
family’s extreme wealth. In a land where stark poverty was 
so apparent, he felt the opulence he. and his relatives enjoyed 
was unfair. He thought it inequitable and paradoxical that 
there were people starving on the streets when his own fam- 
ily actually threw away food. 

The teachings of Mao and Ho Chi Minh strengthened his 
misgivings and really came to the fore during the fighting 
against the communist Viet Minh. Although he served in 
the armed forces, he was aware that other young men, from 
other wealthy families like his own, were not conscripted 
into the war. They enjoyed an official exclusion from the 
draft through influence and outright bribery. Only the sons 
of the poor did the fighting, bleeding, and—when neces- 
sary—the dying: The scions of wealth were in the big city 
enjoying the nightlife and other amusements. 

Finally, after a year of serving at the front, Comrade 
Commandant made.a bold move based on his newly formed 
philosophy: He deserted to the Viet Minh guerrillas. 

Although it was relatively early in the Red struggle 
against the French armed forces.in. Indochina in 1946, the 
fighting had been bloody and violent. The decision to go 
over to the other side was a dangerous one; one didn’t sim- 
ply walk over to the communist partisans. A deserter had 
first to get away from’ his own troops, and then spend a 
perilous time searching out the enemy. Once he found the 

Viet Minh, he had to hope that their current. operations 
- orders were not to “shoot first and ask questions later” Com- 
rade Commandant was lucky. He managed to get picked up 
by a reconnaissance patrol .after only twenty-four hours of 
wandering around in ‘no-man’s-land.. 
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. His initial introduction to the other side was emotionally 
unpleasant and physically painful. Comrade Commandant 
took plenty of abuse. But after enduring the usual mistrust 
and mistreatment accorded to all prisoners, he finally con- 
vinced his captors he was sincere in his desire to join them. 
Only his determination and strong physique had aided him 
in surviving brutal interrogation, near starvation, and a 
death march back to the Viet Minh’s rear area. 

At first Comrade Commandant served as a common sol- 
dier, but his natural combat talents scon aided him in a 
rapid climb up the ranks. After several years of successful 
leadership, the former colonial officer was taken from the 
frontline units and installed on the staff of no less a person- 
age than General Giap himself. 

During the Battle of Dien Bien Phu, Comrade Comman- 
dant’s administrative and logistical skills proved invaluable. 
He personally organized and supervised resupply of muni- 
tions, rations, and weaponry lugged on the backs of peasant 
soldiers over steep mountains, down into plunging ravines, 

and through heavy swamps and jungle. 

Because of Comrade Commandant’s logistical talents and 
efforts, the Viet Minh artillery was able to literally rain 
shells down onto the beleaguered French garrison from the 
mountains surrounding the battle area. 

What followed is recorded in modern history. The French, 
in effect, were kicked out of Indochina while the two sepa- 
rate countries of South Vietnam and North Vietnam were 
brought into existence by provisions of the armistice. 

Comrade Commandant, because of his staff expertise, 
moved up to the rank of colonel and was given the job of 
organizing and administering the official doctrine for the 
running of the newly formed NVA—the North Vietnamese 
Army. . 

He hated it. 

The able officer missed real soldiering. He liked to be out 
in the field and grub it with his men. His idea of a good day 
was one that began before dawn and didn’t conclude until 
after sunset, following hours of marching, maneuvering, 
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fighting, and feeling the gut-wrenching exhilaration’ of fear 
born out of sustained combat. : 

‘When the North Vietnamese made the decision to Violates 
the agreements of the armistice by supporting an insurrec- 
tion in the south, Comrade Commandant volunteered to go 
down there and serve with the newly formed Viet’ Cong 
units. He was turned down in spite of badgering on beg- 
ging for the dangerous assignment. 

However, when the Americans entered the fray, the NVA 
general staff decided the Viet Cong comrades to the south 
needed more professional leadership. And the man who had 
once served in the French army was dispatched to lead a 
combined. group of Red guerrillas. 

Comrade Commandant took over a large operational 
area, After a map reconnaissance, he took a group of picked 
fighters to travel the territory on foot. Not trusting to 
secondhand information, he saw every hill, valley, village, 
and jungle trail for himself. His staff, exhausted to tears, 
trudged after him, Derely able to keep up with their ener- 
getic leader. 

But even that wasn’t enough: After the painfully detailed 
inspection of the battle area, Comrade Commandant went 
into civilian peasant garb and checked out all military instal- 
lations of the Americans and South Vietnamese by wander- 
ing around in the guise of an itinerant peddler of pots and 
pans. 

All of the gathered intelligence was etched permanently 
into his sharp mind. When he returned to his field head- 
quarters, Comrade Commandant began a series of hit-and- 
run raids, fighting only when he and his men had a distinct 
advantage. If the enemy got lucky and began getting the 
upper hand in a battle, Comrade Commandant always or- 
dered an immediate withdrawal, pulling back into hiding 
places in the jungle to await the next opportunity to strike, 
kill, and destroy. 

Even large helicopter-borne units were sent in to search 
for the Viet Cong bands, but Comrade Commandant easily 
evaded them until they left the area in frustration. Once the 
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area, was Clear of any strong opposition, the Viet Cong again 
made their attacks. It was classic guerrilla warfare in its. 
purest sense. Plenty of small victories in a most effective 
program. 

Then things went to hell. 

The first disturbing report was of a satellite unit on the 


” outskirts of the operational area being wiped out. Comrade 


Commandant did not hear of the defeat until almost a week 
after it had happened. Communications within the Viet 
Cong, depending on runners rather than radio operators, 
was one of their worst disadvantages. Unable to get details, 
since there were no survivors, Comrade Commandant was 
puzzled. There had been no influx of large helicopter units 
into the area. His spies in the villages had not reported any 
unusual concentration of U.S. or ARVN troops. But some- 


’ body had sure as hell shot up a damned good unit. 


Then one of the villages under Viet Cong control was lost 
when the guerrilla band charged with administering it was 
wiped out. This time there were survivors. Comrade Com- 
mandant learned that a small group of special jungle fighters 
had suddenly appeared. This newest band of enemies was 
made up of experts and operated all over the place, hitting 
here and there with near joy and abandon. 

Comrade Commandant called off all overt operations. He 
ordered probes into the area by small patrols of veteran 
fighters. For several days no intelligence came in. It was as if 
the attackers had vanished with the swiftness of the morning 
mist. But there were disturbing reports of a single helicopter 
flying now and again. It seemed to be centered around an 
area where four hills were situated in the exact, center of the 
Viet Cong territory. 

Then, at last, a patrol made a conclusive report. 

The Viet Cong scout leader reported a low-level flight of 
enemy troops that was in the vicinity of those hills. The 
chopper, skimming so close to the tops of the trees that the 
Viet Cong patrol was able to get a glimpse of what was 
inside the aircraft, went to a certain knoll and set down only 
long enough for the men and equipment to be unloaded. 
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Then it returned to what was obviously a main camp: of 
some sort. aoc 
From the description of what the helicopter mea Corn- 
rade Commandant surmised that a heavy-weapons unit of 
some sort had been transported. He studied the destination 
of the flight, then realized his enemy counterpart had made 
a wise decision to place such fire-support equipment there. 
The place covered the entire operational area. Mortar 
rounds fired there could reach any point of the battlefield. 
’ Comrade Commandant made a firm decision that it was. - 
most vital that the unit on that hill be destroyed. 


Benny Maggiore, the marine sergeant from Jersey City, 
swung his pick-mattock with all the strength he could mus- 
ter out of his one-hundred-and-eighty-pound body. He 
worked steadily for fifteen minutes as the first trickle of per- 
spiration brought on by the toil erupted into heavy rivulets 
of sweat that streamed down and soaked into the jungle 
fatigue trousers he wore. 

Books Bracken, standing nearby with his own digging 
tool, finally spoke up. “That’s sufficient, Benny. You are 
going to find yourself suffering from heat stroke if you don’t 
desist and repose for a bit. I am ready to commence at my 
turn” ’ 

Benny, whose close-cropped black hair would have been 
curly if allowed to grow, stopped and grinned. “You just 
don’t call a spade a spade, do you, Books?” 

-“I have no objection to employing colloquialisms in my 
speech,” Books said taking the marine’s place in the mortar 
emplacement they worked on. “But only to make a strong - 
point that will be emphasized by a certain measure of vul- 
garity.” 

“No shit?” 

“That is a sublime example of the point I wish to make,” 
Books said. He began to swing his pick, the small muscles of 
his slim body rippling with the effort. 

Chief Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper joined them, 
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giving their efforts a critical inspection. “Don’t forget to 
leave enough room to turn the mortar around,’ he reminded 
them. “We've got to cover all directions from up here.” 

“Yes, sir” Benny said. He glanced over the terrain that 
spread out below them. “You can see a hell of a long way 
from this hill? 

-"You bet,” Culpepper said. “And in all directions. That’s 
why Colonel Falconi chose it for the fire support base.” 

Books looked up. “Indeed. But as I have already pointed 
out, it would be most onerous to defend this acclivity if we 
were assailed by a resolute and determined infantry unit.” 

“Goddamnit, Books!” the warrant.officer exclaimed. “Why 
don’t you just talk like other folks?” 

Books smiled and shrugged, then went back to his dig- 
ging. 

Culpepper left the two and walked across the small ex- 
panse that formed the apex of the hill. His other weapons 
crew—Gunnar Olson and Ski Czeweszeski—had already 
finished their position. They were busy rigging camouflage 
around the mortar. 

Culpepper watched them for a few minutes. “What we 
need is sandbags,’ he remarked. “I wonder if old Dealer 
Finney can get some for us.” 

Gunnar expertly Placed some palm fronds along one side 
of the mortar. “If he can’t, then there ain’t any in existence, 
sir?’ 

Ski stepped back to observe their efforts. “Tl tell you one 
thing about Dealer. He’s going to jail one of these days.” 

*I don’t know? Gunnar said. “I think he’s organized things 
so that he would take a few folks with him” 

Ski laughed. “You're right. That’s his insurance plan” 

“Well, I’m gonna radio over there and ask for sandbags,” 
Culpepper said. “That damn Books is still talking about the 
Viet Cong being able to wipe us out up here.” 

“He's right,’ Gunnar said. “We ain’t set up to hold off any 
attacks. Only support our own assaults.” 

“I just hope the colonel gets things moving in time,’ 
Culpepper said. “Meanwhile, I’m gonna ask for them sand- 
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bags.” 

While the Fire Support Team put the finishing touches on 
their positions, down below, a column of Viet Cong riflemen 
moved through a series of ravines that offered excellent con- 
cealment. 

The Comrade Commandant was on the march. 
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Chapter 17 


The morning mist lay heavily in the valleys and glens, 
clinging to the thick, green vegetation in those early hours 
when the sun was not yet high enough to burn off the va- 
pors. Yet the day was already hot and steamy, and those 
conditions would grow worse with each passing hour. 

The guerrillas, wearing camouflaged capes made of palm 
fronds and leather fern, moved silently and resolutely 
through the weak light of dawn as they followed the deep 
cuts in the earth that led to the hill so recently named Moe 
by Colonel Falconi. 

The face of each individual Viet Cong soldier mirrored 
the determination all felt about the accomplishment of the 
mission they had embarked on that morning. Silent and 
resolute, they moved forward tenaciously. 

The stunning defeats in two operational areas had caused 
them to lose face. All felt stinging embarrassment, particu- 
larly about the village where the rice farmers had almost 
visually, observed the destruction of a VC unit. Then, to add 
to the dishonor, the recently conscripted peasants had been 
freed by the invading enemy. 

It was unbearably humiliating to the Oriental psyche. 

But aside from the awful mortification, another impelling 
motive drove them toward the impending battle—the fierce 
desire for revenge. Each of those defeats had cost them com- 
rades-in-arms, men among whom they'd fought and strug- 
gled for many months in order to establish their hold in their 
operational area. When friends are killed, young men no 
longer care about politics, causes, geographical claims, or 
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philosophical views. They want to slaughter whoever it was 
who dealt. death to their buddies. 

Squad leaders uttered no vocal commands. Using only 
mute hand-and-arm signals, they urged their men on as the 
silently, treading column drew closer to its objective. 


Chief Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper wasted no time 
that morning when he rolled out of his hootch —his sleeping 
shelter constructed of a poncho strung under some 
branches. Even before concentrating on heating up a cup of 
C-ration coffee, the muscular black commander of the Fire 
Support Team made an inspection of his group’s weaponry. 

Benny. Maggiore, standing the last relief of guard duty 
before the day began, watched his team leader approach. 
When Culpepper knelt to take a quick look at one of the 60- 
millimeter mortars, Maggiore finally spoke: 

“What the hell’s got you up so early, sir?”- 

Culpepper stood up and shrugged. “I don’t know” He 
glanced around, then cocked his head to listen. “Something 
ain’t right.” 

Maggiore, a marine combat veteran with plenty of time 
in the war zone, also listened for a bit. “Everything seems 

‘normal to me.” 

The leader of the Fire Support Team, wanting to change 
the subject, glanced down at the mortar. “Glad to see we 
didn’t get no rust overnight.” 

“We spray ’em with WD40 once ever’ guard relief,” Mag: 
giore explained. “That includes the heavy machine gun.” 

They were joined by Culpepper’s second-in-command, 
Gunnar Olson, who had heard them from his hootch. He 
had taken the time to heat up some coffee. “You're bright 
and early, ain’t you?” he remarked to the warrant officer. 

Culpepper nodded and reached over to take the cup. 
After treating himself to a sip, he handed it back. “I'm 
gonna make a commo check with Shemp.” 

‘Tl go with you,” Gunnar said. He sensed uneasiness in 
the man with whom he’d been on several missions. 
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* “Get your M16) Calvin Culpepper ordered. “I don’t want 
nobody walking around here yothont having his alias 
weapon with him” 

“Yes, sir” Gunnar said. He ened back to his rustic sleep- 
ing quarters and came back with his rifle. 

“Get Books and Ski outta their hootches,” Culpepper or- 
dered Maggiore. “No sense in letting the morning drag by” 

“They ain’t due to be woke up for a half hour, sir)’ Mag- 
giore remarked. 

Calvin said nothing, but he gave the marine sergeant a 
cold stare. 

“Aye, aye, sir! I'll get ’em up right coe Maggiore said. 
“Consider ’em on their feet and moving.’ 

“And don’t make a lotta noise doing it,” Culpepper said. 
He turned and went back to his own hootch, with Gunnar 
following him. The warrant officer picked up the radio. 
“Shemp, this is Moe. Over” 

Gunnar grinned to himself as he imagined the stooge 
Shemp radioing to the stooge Moe. 

“Moe, this is Shemp,’ Came back Chief Petty Officer 
Sparks Lawton’s voice. “Over.” 

“Pm making a commo check,’ Culpepper said. “How do 
you read me? Over.” 

“I read you five-by,’ Sparks Keported: “How you me? 
Over” 

“Same. Any intelligence or situation reports to give out? 
Over” 

“Negative, Moe,” said Sparks. “When we got one we won! n't 
waste time before passing it on to you. Over.” 

“Roger. Out.” Culpepper put the radio back down. “We 
got commo.” 

“What the hell's the matter with you, sir?” Gunnar asked. 
He was confused by the request for an intelligence summary. 
Any information was always given to team leaders at the 
earliest opportunity. 

“There ain’t nothing the matter with me, Sergeant!” 
Culpepper snapped. 

“Yes, sir!” 
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Culpepper calmed down and put a friendly hand on.Gun- 
nar’s shoulder. “I take that back, Gunnar. There sure as hell 
is something the matter with me. And I don’t know what it 
is.” He looked around. “Some shit’s going down today and 
its going down right here—right here in our little position” 

Gunnar finished his coffee. “Ever'thing seems normal to 
me? the Minnesotan ‘said. . 

“Well, it ain't,” Culpepper retorted. “I know the birds is 
singing and the bugs is buzzing like they always do. But I’m 
telling you there’s something differ’nt about it. I got a third 
eye.” 

Gunnar stifled a laugh. “A what?” 

“A third eye; Culpepper said seriously. “My granny had it 
anid said I did too.” 

“What the hell is a third eye?” Gunnar inquired. 

“It ain't really a third eye? Culpepper said. “It’s a sense, like 
seeing, hearing, and feeling. ’Cept you can know something 
is around when it cain’t be seen, heard, or felt. Only Afri- 
cans have the third eye.” He looked at Gunnar. “I don’t want 
to sound like a damn racist, but the truth is the truth. It’s 
something that’s in Africans—but not all Africans. Justa 
few of us.” 

You're talking about extrasensory perception,’ Gunnar 
said helpfully. 

“No I ain’t? ” Culpepper exclaimed. “If I meant extrasen- 
sory perception I would’ve said extrasensory perception. I 
said ‘third eye’!” 

“And you mean third eye,’ Gunnar said. 

“Thank you, Gunnar,’ Culpepper said. “That should learn 
' you not to talk "bout things you don’t know a lot about.” He 
squatted down and reached into his hootch, dragging out his 
coffee and canteen. After filling an empty C-ration can with 
water, he set it over his homemade stove—made from an- 
other empty C-ration can—and heated it up. “Tl make 
enough coffee for both of us” 

“Thank you,” Gunnar said. “That’s the least you can do 


after yelling at me” 
Culpepper smiled. “One of these days I'm really gonna 
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chew your ass so you'll know what I’m like when I’m good ’n 
mad for sure.” 

“No, thank you!” Gunnar exclaimed. 

Moments later the two were enjoying the fruits of Cul- 
pepper’s coffee-making. Gunnar asked, “What's on the 
agenda today?” 

- “We'll run through some crew drill, Culpepper said. He 
glanced around. “I hope that’s all we have to do.” 

Down below them, in the flatlands, the column of deter- 
mined Viet Cong had just begun the steepest part of their 
ascent up Hill Moe. 


Sergeant Archie Dobbs broke up the blob of Five-In-One 
bacon with his bayonet. The gooey mass, congealed 
after so long in the big can, barely responded to his efforts 
with bayonet and muscle. 

His mess mates—Colonel Robert Falconi, Siena Ma- 
. jor Top Gordon, Staff Sergeant Loco Padilla, and Petty Offi- 
cer Blue . Richards — watched impatiently as the scout 
struggled with his task. 

Archie looked up. “It’s a lot of trouble, but it'll be worth it, 
believe me?” 

“I’ve had Five-In-One bacon before,” Top said. 

“I wish we'd got the kind that had spam,” Blue said. He 
looked dreamily upward. “Spam reminds me of the way my 
ma fixes possum back in 'bama.’ 

“Jesus!” Loco said. “Spam reminds me of what you find in 
the bottom of a damn latrine” 

“So does the way my ma fixes possum,” Blue said. 

Falconi laughed. “Why don’t you guys knock it off so we 
can get on with breakfast?” 

“Good idea, sir,” Top said, glaring at the others. “Sparks 
said he got a commo check from Moe. So he pulled one 
on Larry and Curly too. Ever’body’s five-by and waiting” 

Archie looked at the cardboard box that held the rations. 
“Anybody want them kidney beans?” 

“Forget the beans and finish cooking that bacon,” Top 
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said. 

“Sure, Sergeant Major,’ Archie sid continuing the task. 
. “It’s just that most guys don’t like them beans i in the god- 
‘damned box.” 

“How many Black Eagle missions have you been on, Ar- 
chie?” Falconi asked. 

Archie thought a moment. “Oh, this one now must be my 
nineteenth.” 

“Well, don’t we always give you the kidney beans?” Falconi 
inquired. “And by that, I mean every goddamned can of 
beans.” 

“Yes, sir. But it’s only polite to ask” Archie said. He 
dumped the bacon on the sheet iron over the fire. “I don’t 
know why you guys don’t like them things. I heard about a 
guy in the old Seventeenth Special Forces who could eat a 
whole can of kidney beans at one setting”. 

“Yeah,” Falconi said, “I know about that. It was during an 
operation in the Wasatch Mountains in 61. I think his name 

‘was Mule Pickles or something like that.” 

' Top smirked as he opened the canned bread. “That 
sounds like the name of somebody who would eat an entire 
can of them beans without stopping” 

“I bet he farted a lot? Loco Padilla said. 

“Not as much as Archie,” Blue pointed out, with some 
authority. “I can tell y’all fer a fact that when Archie farts at 
night he-makes a ornge flame just as perty as can be. Why, 
the sumbitch actually violates light discipline” 

“Knock it off!? Top said, laughing. He busied himself 
toasting the bread beside the bacon. “How'd we get on this — 
subject?” He turned to the commanding officer. “How're 
things stacking up this morning, sir?” 

“Its early yet,’ Colonel Falconi said. “But acaiinie the 
detachment around is going to bring the Viet Cong out into 
the open” 

Loco was serious. “It’s a hell of a chance, sir” 

“Like I said before, if we keep hitting the bastards piece- 
meal, we'll be out on this operation until the next century,” 
Falconi said. “It’s hard to plan ahead. We've got to wait ‘til 
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we're attacked someplace, then react to it” 

“Maybe we could call in reinforcements then, sir” Loco 
said hopefully. 

Falconi shook his head. “Won’t work, Loco. The Charlies 
would just melt away and we'd be right back where we 
started.” 

“Right, sir,” Top agreed. “We've got to take a hell of a 
chance and tempt ’em into sticking around for a showdown,” . 

“Sounds like one o’ them cowboy movies,’ Blue said lazily. 
“We're hangin’ around the ranch just awaitin’ for the rustlers 
to make their move.” 

Archie turned the bacon over, continuing to break it up. 
“Now breakfast is shaping up nice.” The smell of the meat 
was particularly delicious in the open air. “I wish we was on 
an FTX in the States with some trout to fry.” 

A few minutes passed. Okey; she’s ready,’ Top an- 
nounced. 

Archie began making bacon sandwiches, putting the meat 
between toasted hunks of bread. He passed the food around 
and everyone began eating without ceremony. 

Loco grinned. “Now #hts 1s living.” 

Blue took a bite and chewed thoughtfully for a moment. 
“And here we are in a place for dyin’” 


The Viet Cong column had made a turn and now several 
ranks faced upward toward the crest of Hill Moe. All had 
fresh magazines of 7.62-millimeter rounds in their AK47 
Kalashnikov rifles. 

Comrade Commandant waited patiently for runners to 
appear to let him know his troops were ready to make the 
assault. The Viet Cong leader glanced where the Soviet 
DShk 12.7-millimeter heavy machine gun had been set up 
into an anti-aircraft mode. From its high elevation on the 
tripods it could also easily support an infantry assault up the 
hill. 

One by one the runners appeared. All saluted: Comrade 
Commandant and excitedly reported, “Ready!” 
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Comrade Commandant checked his Russian watch, care- 
fully eyeing the sweep hand as it swept around. When the 
time was right, he issued the order: 

"Tien len! Attack!” 
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Chapter 18 


Sergeant Benny Maggiore had immediately obeyed Chief 
Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper’s silent but indisputable 
order to get the other members of the team up and moving. ~ 

The marine sergeant unceremoniously awoke Books 
Bracken and Ski Czeweszeski with a curt, “Turn out, you two. 
And you'd better be damned quick about it.” 

“Aw, fuck you,’ came back Ski’s good-natured retort. 

“Hey!” Books protested, after looking at his watch. “I must 
protest this premature summons to wakefulness, Benny! We 
still have a half hour left to slumber” 

“Listen, guys, Mister Culpepper is in a hell of a bad mood?’ 
Benny warned them. “He said to sound reveille, and you'd bet- - 
ter be standing tall in about two shakes.” ‘ 

“I’m on my way!” Ski said. 

“And I am arisen, as it is said in the Bible,” Books an- 
nounced. 

After the two turned out, Maggiore stuck around long 
enough to enjoy a cup of coffee and chat with his friends. He 
warned them again about their team leader’s mood: ' 

“Mister Culpepper has got a real case of the uneasies, guys,” 
Maggiore remarked. “Something inside him says that all ain’t 
right with the world. He’s got a sixth sense that is spelling big 
trouble on the horizon.” 

“I can perceive nothing extraordinary,’ Books said. 

“What's he say is gonna happen?” Ski asked. 

Maggiore exhibited an Italian shrug. “Who knows? But 
’ whatever it is has got him wound up tight. I wouldn’t go outta 
my way to piss him off.” 

“On second thought and further rumination, I would like to 
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emphasize that innate and intuitive sensations are not to be ig- 
nored,’ Books Bracken pronounced in a serious tone. “Indi- 
viduals who exhibit these unusual attributes are to be taken 
quite seriously. It is a gift that few of us enjoy,” 

“If getting nervous over nothing is a gift, I'll pass up Christ- 
mas,” Ski said. “It’s bad enough out here without getting the 
heebie-jeebies over nothing.” 

“Pardon me,’ Books said. “But I postulate that the sensa- 

- tions of apprehension that Mister Culpepper is experiencing 
should be taken seriously.’ 

“Bullshit” Maggiore said. He finished his coffee. “Well, I 
ain’t gonna worry none about it. I’m gonna turn in for acoupla 
hours.” The last man on guard was allowed some extra sleep 
time after the rest of the team was awakened. “If Mister 
Culpepper wants me to stay up, come and get me. In the 
meantime, you guys can fret and worry while I snooze away. 
That way I don’t need to do sate to keep me calm enough 
to stack z's.” 

Books raised his canteen cup. “As Cervantes said in Don 
Quixote, “Blessings on him that first invented sleep’ ” 

Maggiore sneered. “And as I said in Vietnam, ‘Fuck him 
that talks too much: ” 

The marine turned and walked toward his hootch in time to 
catch the AK47 bullet full in the forehead. 

. The back of Maggiore’s skull exploded outward, showering 
brains, bone, and a spray of blood into Books’s face. . 

The skirmish line of Viet Cong, bellowing as loudly as they 
could, burst over the top of the hill and swept into the open 
space on the apex of the knoll occupied by the Black Eagle Fire 
Support Team. 

Books and Ski wrenched their M16s off their shoulders. 
Shooting directly into the midst of the advancing enemy — 
while Books wiped Maggiore’s goo off his face — they stumbled 
back to the defensive position, where Culpepper and Gunnar 
Olson threw down covering fire to give them a chance to make 
itto safety. - f 

After diving i into the earthen. shelter, the two turned and 
joined in the fusillades that finally wiped away the attackers. 
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Culpepper could see Maggiore sprawled unmoving in what 
had become no-man’s-land. 
“Anybody get a good look at Maggiore after he went down?” 
the chief warrant officer asked. . : 
Books pointed to the bloody mess that still stained his fa- 
tigue jacket. “That is a portion of the interior of Maggiore’s 
cranium,’ he reported. “As is stated in official records, he is K. 
I. A. —Killed In Action” 
He'd no sooner made the quick report than another skir- 
mish line of Charlies moved onto the top of Hill Moe. These 
_ demonstrated more caution than the first attackers. They ad- 
vanced forward in spurts, laying down fields of fire that splat- 
tered and zinged among the Black Eagles. 

Gunnar Olson wasted no time as the other team members 
blasted the new attackers. He wrestled the heavy Browning 

.50-caliber machine gun onto its tripod. “Books! Gimme a 
hand loading this mother!” he yelled. 

Books Bracken grabbed an ammo can of the big, linked bul- 
lets and slapped the leading edge into the receiver. Gunnar 
slammed it shut and cranked the loading handle. He pressed 
the firing mechanism and held on while the machine gun rap- 
idly chugged out streams of slugs in the direction of the attack. 

Suddenly Gunnar felt a sting in his hands and they went 
numb. At the same time the Browning seemed to jump up of 
its own accord and crash over on its side. 

“Get down, Gunnar!” Culpepper yelled. “You're drawing 
sniper fire from the flank.” 

Hugging the dirt, Gunnar now realized the machine gun 
had been hit by several rapid but carefully aimed shots. He | 
also came to the startling conclusion the snipers had been 
waiting for the opportunity to hit the big weapon. They had 
known it was there all along. 

“Those bastards scouted this place before!” he yelled in an- 


r. 
“We've prob’ly been under observation since yesterday,’ Ski 
surmised. “No wonder Mister Culpepper had the willies!” 
The attack dwindled, then was broken off altogether as the 
enemy skirmishers withdrew to the cover afforded on the 
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. downside ofthe hill. - 

Chief Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper knew what he had 
to do during what would be only a short break in the action. 
He grabbed the radio and punched the transmit button. 
“Shemp, this is Moe. We're under attack. Have one Kilo India 
Alpha. Machine gun is knocked out. Expect a lot of pressure 
from the Charlies. Request help. Over” 

“Roger, Moe,’ came back Chief Sparks Lawton’s voice. “We 
are reacting. Hang in there. Out.” 


Archie Dobbs dug the plastic spoon into the kidney beans 
and scooped them up out of the Five-In-One can. He shoved 
the food into his mouth and chewed slowly, savoring what he 
considered a delicious repast. 

“I can’t for the life of me figger out why you dumb bastards 
don’t like these,” he said. 

“You sonofabitch!” Loco swore. “I'm just glad I don’t have to 
sleep in the same hcotch with you” 

“Yeah, Blue Richards said. “It’s bad ‘nuff bein’ in the same. 
jungle!” 

- “Goons!” came Sergeant Major Top Gordon’s bellowing 
shout. “Front and center! The command post! On the dou- 
ble!” 

Archie dropped his food, Eaoiag to his feet to grab his M16 
and join Loco and Blue as they rushed from the team bivouac 
area to Colonel Falconi’s CP. 

When they arrived, they noted that Zimbo Zimbowski’s he!- 
icopter rotors were beginning to turn. Then the engine leaped 
to life and the whirling blades picked up speed. The team 
knew something was in the wind and that they would be smack 
in the middle of whatever was going down. 

Falconi, waiting for them, pointed to the aircraft. “Get 
aboard. The Fire Support Team is under attack on Hill Moe. 
They already have one KIA” 

’ "Oh, shit!” Loco exclaimed intuitively. “Who bought it, sir?” 

“I don’t know,’ Falconi said. “But-when you get there tell 
Gulpepper to radio if he needs more help. Pll have the two fire 
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teams alerted and standing by.” 
“Aye, aye, sir!” Loco replied. He led his men to thé Huy 
and leaped aboard. 

_ Zimbo kicked the flying machine to life and it lifted off, 
swooping off Hill Shemp, streaking toward Chief Warrant Of- 
ficer Calvin Culpepper and his embattled men on Hill Moe. 

The old hands— Archie Dobbs and Blue Richards—sadly 
wondered if their buddy Gunnar Olson had been the one 
who'd been lost. This was the ninth mission they'd shared with 
the Minnesotan. Although they'd take no pleasure in the death 
of one of the newer men, like all veterans, they were extremely 
selfish and narrow-minded when it came to old buddies. 


Down in the rear area of the Viet Cong position, the crew 
manning the heavy DShK M38/46 machine gun could hear 
the renewed fighting going on at the top of the hill. 

But they had no interest in that particular action. 

Their intelligence network of observers and spies had in- 
formed the Viet Cong that the latest invaders in the territory 
the Red guerrillas had recently conquered — and partially lost 
to those same interlopers— had a helicopter. There was no rea- 
son to believe they wouldn’t use it to bring in reinforcements to 
their friends on the very hilltop where squads of VC antaniry 
continued the assault action. 

The machine-gun crew was ready and waiting for the ap- 
pearance of any flying machine. 

Comrade Commandant, satisfied with the efforts of his at- 
tacking squads, now concentrated on that expected incoming 
flight. He did his best to listen for the helicopter sounds during 

‘brief, rare lulls in the battle above. Finally he was able to dis- 
cern the chopping noise of the engine as it rapidly grew louder. 
He gestured at the machine gun crew: 

*“Can-than!” he warned them. “May bay truc-thang!” 

The gunner swung the weapon around, its muzzle pointing 
skyward. His loader, carefully handling the canvas belt of 

_ huge 12.7-millimeter explosive-tip rounds, skillfully manipu- 
lated the ammunition to keep it free from twists. Behind him, 
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with more belts if necessary, the bearer was poised to rush for- 
ward when and if needed. 

Comrade Commandant yelled again. ‘O dang kia! Way over 
there! Can you see it?” 

“Yes, Comrade Commandant!” the gunner grimly replied. 
His sights, already adjusted for the correct amount of lead, 
were laid dead on the chopper as it came into view. 

The gunner went to work. The noise was deafening as the 
machine gun pumped out the explosive projectiles. They were 
all tracers and could be seen easily as they streaked toward the 
helicopter. Suddenly sparks popped around the fuselage and 
the aircraft shuddered in mid-air as the huge slugs punched 
into it. 

Smoke began to bellow outward from the Huey and it rolled 
a bit, diving off to one side as the first sight of flames became 
visible. 

Comrade Commandant was so excited that he actually 
jumped up and down yelling, “Murng ong!” 

The crew, grinning happily, looked back at him. The gun- 
ner waved. It was always considered a great victory when an 
enemy helicopter was destroyed. 


Chief Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper felt a stabbing 
feeling of despair as he watched the helicopter, burning and 
smoking, streak out of sight toward the valley below, 

But he had little time to reflect on the bad luck. 

A mass of Viet Cong infantry appeared over the hilltop. 
Without hesitating, they rushed toward the Black Eagles’ 
small defensive position. In spite of the heavy fire poured into 
them, they took the casualties willingly, leaping over their 
fallen comrades to press on. 

“Goddamn it!” Ski yelled. “They’re closing in!” 

“Fix bayonets!” Culpepper ordered. “Brace for hand-to- 
hand? 

Books Bracken slapped the bladed weapon onto the end of 
his M16 rifle. “This,” he remarked to no one in particular, “is a 
precarious and perilous predicament!” Then he loosened his 
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-45 pistol in its holster. “And it calls for a drastic, innate, in- 
stinctive reaction more or less based on experience and train- 
ing” 

“Good Lord, Books!” Culpepper exclaimed, watching the 
mad rush of the enemy toward them. “Is there any time at all 
when you ain’t got nothing to say?” ; 

The rest of the Fire Support Team also wondered how the 
little man could be so wordy in such an explosive situation, as 
they braced themselves for the horde of Viet Cong that 
slammed straight into them. 

Ski was the first forced into action. 

He responded with a quick vertical butt-stroke that stopped 
one Charlie in his tracks. The Black Eagle then swung a hasty 
and awkward horizontal blow with his rifle that staggered one 
VC sideways to collide with a buddy. Both went down and Ski 
reacted quickly by firing several bullets into them with un- 
aimed hip shots. 

Gunnar lunged forward with his bayonet, sinking it into the 
throat of the nearest Viet Cong. Yanking the weapon free, he 
slashed out, ripping open the body of another. A belly thrust 
took one more Charlie down before the Norwegian-American 
stumbled back to reposition himself for the next encounters. 

Books Bracken — preferring brain over brawn and technol- 
ogy over physical action — kept his M16 in his left hand while 
holding the .45 pistol in his right. Working deliberately. and 
demonstrating the same coolness he would show on a firing 
range back in the States, the small, skinny sergeant blasted the 
heavy slugs straight into the nearest enemy as they closed in on 


Chief Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper fought like a man 
possessed. Sweat streaked down his face, its expression con- 
torted by the furious anger that boiled through his muscular 
black body. He stabbed, kicked, punched, and shot into the 
crowd of Red guerrillas that pressed toward him. 

Little by little, thé Fire Support Team was pushed back, los- 
ing their precarious position as the iecaiees pushed against them 
on Hill Moe. 
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Chapter 19 


Centrifugal force pushed Archie Dobbs, Blue Richards, 
and Loco Padilla against the bulkhead of the Huey as it vio- 
lently and rapidly whirled closer and closer to the ground. The 
three strong men struggled to lean forward, but the natural 
forces kept them pinned back, unable to move more than their 
arms. 

“Ay! Que la chingada!” Loco swore in Spanish. 

“Damn!” Archie exclaimed. 

“Ooh! Dawgies!” Blue groaned. 

_, The imperiled. members of the Goon Team could see the 
jungle scene below whip past the open door as they peered out 
in fascinated horror. 

They could also see pilot Zimbo Zimbowski in the cockpit as 
he fought cyclic and collective to maintain control over the 
stricken helicopter. 5 

The aircraft, smoking badly in the interior, finally shud- 
dered to a more-or-less steady flight with heavy vibrations that 
rattled the fuselage so hard the noise could be heard over the 
~~-gtuttering engine. The recovery from the uncontrolled fall to- 
ward a semblance of flying was testimony to First Lieutenant 
Zimbo Zimbowski’s piloting skill. 

“Now ain’t this some shit?” Loco remarked, thinking aloud. 

“It ain’t over yet,” Archie reminded him. 

“Yeah,” Blue said. “We still got a crash ahead of us.” 

“Shut up, Blue!” Archie snapped. 

Loco was able to grab the intercom and speak into it. “Hey, 
Zimbo! What the fuck is going on?” 

“We've taken a bunch of hits” Zimbowski answered. “The 
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tail rotor is all shot to shit.’ 

“Where’s the smoke coming from?” Loco wanted to know. 

“Leaking hydraulic oil on hot engine parts is what I figger,” 
Zimbo said. “But you can bet there’s a flame in there some- 
where waiting to flare up big and bright.” 

“What does that add up to?” Loco asked. 

“We're gonna crash!” 

Loco looked at his team. “Zimbo says we're gonna crash.” 

“See?” Blue said. “I told you!” 

Loco frowned at him but continued to talk to Zimbo. “How 
soon?” 

‘I can’t tell” Zimbo Zimbowski said. “But there’s an open 
area a klick ahead. If_we can make it, we'll land hard. This 
. thing is already burning, like I said, so we'll have to un-ass her 
fast and run like hell. Get the guys ready, ’cause when we make 
contact, I'm gonna be running like hell. Damn the women and 
children!” 

Loco threw the intercom down and punched Archie and 
Blue to get their attention. “Now listen up. This is real impor- 
tant. As soon as we hit, jump out and run like hell. This baby 
is gonna blow!” 

Both Black Eagles nodded and prepared themselves for the 
unhappy event. 

By then the chopper was low enough that it brushed against 
the tree tops, sending up showers of leaves and broken 
branches. The sound of the rasping, scratching collisions 
blended in with the rattling of the aircraft skin. 

. *C’mon, Zimbo!” Archie said aloud. “Fly this baby!” 

They finally broke loose into an open space and Zimbo 
brought her in as quickly as possible. The skids hit hard, caus- 
ing the helicopter to bounce a couple of times before it 
slammed heavily to the ground for the final time. 

_ The Goons quickly unbuckled and dove out, hitting the 

ground and getting to their feet to put as much distance as they 
could between themselves and the fiery machine. When they 
reached the tree line they stopped and looked back. 

“Where the hell is Zimbo?” Archie asked. 

“Shit! He’s still inside!” Loco yelled. 
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“Let’s go pull’ im out!” Blue said. 

The trio of Black Eagles rushed back toward the chopper 
but got only a couple of yards when it exploded in a deafening, 
flaming roar that sent a fireball soaring skyward. 

“Oh, man!” Archie said. 

The Huey was nothing but a smoldering wreck, its outer 
skin blown off or peeléd back to reveal the interior. Archie trot- 
ted forward, although he knew it was useless to hope that 
Zimbo had survived. He peered into the mess. 

Blue and Loco joined him. 

“OP Zimbo has been blowed to bits,” Archie said. “There 
ain’t enough left of him to bury in a C-ration box.” 

Loco crossed himself. “He was a man’s pilot, boys.” He 
stared at the wreckage. “Where the hell is he? There oughta at 
least be a cinder or two.” 

“Hell, Loco!” Blue exclaimed. “When a man’s been through 
that, you can’t expect to, find no remains. But he’s went to his 
maker in a blaze of glory. Hallelujah!” 

“Amen!” said Archie. 

Hy ey!” : 

‘The voice seemed to come from heaven. 

“Hey! Goddamn it!” 

Archie, Blue, and Loco looked upward. 

Zimbo Zimbowski, his flight suit black with soot and 
smoke, sat precariously in a tall tree. “Get me down from 
here!” -- 

“How in hell did you climb up there?” Loco asked. 
~ “You dumb shit!” Zimbo yelled. “I didn’t climd up here! I 
was blown up here when the frigging chopper lit off” 

“Don’t jump now, Zimbo, Blue said. “I’m fixin’ to come up 
there and he’p you down. Wait up, hear?” 

“T hear” 

It took a quarter of an hour for the agile Alabamian to get 
up the tree, link up with Zimbo, then help him safely back to 
the ground. 

When both were on terra firma, Loco quickly checked out 
the pilot. “I reckon you're okay. How the hell did you survive 
that blast?” 
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-“Who knows?” Zimbo said. “I was trying to get out when the 
damn thing went whoosh! I went straight up and came down 
on that tree limb at the time the fireball went whipping past me 
on the way into the air” He walked over to what was left of his 
faithful flying machine. 

Loco was sympathetic. “Let’s leave him eae boys. Pilotsi is 
as sentimental about their choppers as cowboys is about their 
horses.” 

’ Zimbo got down on his hands and knees, putting his face 
close to the burned and twisted steel. 

“Feeling bad, Zimbo?” Archie asked. 

“You gonna miss that ol’ chopper, Zimbo?” Blue asked. 

“Fuck the chopper,” Zimbo said. “My wallet got burnt up.” 
He stood up. “Sonofabitch! It had a picture of that sweet little 
broad from Huntsville in it, too.” He suddenly groaned. “And 
her address and phone number too! Damn! Damn!” 

“War is hell, Zimbo,” Loco said. “General Sherman said that 
along time ago” 

“Did he lose some chick’s phone number?” Archie asked. 

“Shut up, you dumb shit,” Loco said. He looked around. “If 
we’re all through jawing and bullshitting, I think we'd best get 
our asses outta here. If I recall there’s a war going on” 

“All I got is my .45,” Zimbo said. 

“That’s better’n nothing. And we'll share our water with 
you,” Loco assured him. “But go easy with your ammo. You 

ain’t got much.” 

“Maybe you better let the colonel know we got shot down, 
Loco,’ Blue suggested. 

How?” Loco asked. “The radio got burned up in the chop- 
per” He nudged Archie. “If we can’t fly to that goddamned 
hill, we'll walk to it. Lead on!” 

“Follow me, boys,’ Archie said. He stepped off with the 
others quickly following. 

The Goons plus one were back in the war. 


The Fire Support Team, under Chief Warrant Officer 
Culpepper, fought desperately as the pressure of the attacking 
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Viet Cong pressed them toward the far edge of their position. 
The fighting was close-in, hand-to-hand stuff with occa- _ 
sional shots blasting out above the noise of yelling, brawling 
men. Culpepper, fighting as fiercely as his men, still had to 
keep a clear mind and be able to judge the overall situation. 

And that was hard as hell to do with a mob of Viet Cong try- 
ing to butt-stroke or stab him. 

After twenty minutes of desperate fighting, Culpepper real- 
ized it Would be impossible to hold the hill much longer with- 
out the entire Fire Support Team being wiped out. A crazy, 
desperate plan formed in his mind. 

“Gunnar! Get the 60-mortar tube!” Culpepper shouted. He 
threw a straight punch into a Charlie who had lunged at him 

. with a bayonet. “Pull back to the edge of the hill!” 

Gunnar delivered a couple of short, choppy butt-strokes to. 
fend off another attacker. Confused by the strange order, but 
trained to immediately obey, he grabbed the mortar tube and 
stumbled back from the fight. 

“Books! Grab the tripod!” Culpepper ordered. 

Two VC died as Books pumped a couple of shots from his 
pistol into their heads. He picked up the tripod and slowly 
backed over to join Gunnar. 

“Ski! Grab a crate of ammo and haul ass!” Gulpenper 
yelled. He waited for the Black Eagle to pick up the two-shell 
wooden box, then turn and run. Calvin also took one of the 
packs of projectiles and followed him in a mad rush toward 
Gunnar and Books. “Down the fucking hill! Move it!” 

The team staggered and lurched through the thick tangle of 
brush as they descended the hill at a dead run. The loads they 
carried pulled and tugged at them, making their balance pre- 
carious during the downhill run. 

When they reached flat area, Culpepper went back into 
action again. “Hold it! Gunnar and Books, set up the mortar, 
aim it back up the hill!” He set his ammo down. Ski Czewes- 
zeski did the same with his crate. “Now! Form as skirmishers 
in front o’ the weapon. Them Charlies are gonna be down on 
our asses real quick!” 

Gunnar, Books, and Ski ran a couple of meters back up the 
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hill and dove for cover. With freshly loaded M16 rifles, they 
waited for any sign of pursuing Viet Cong. 

Meanwhile, Culpepper made a dead-reckoning aim with 
the mortar. He pried the top off one of the crates and pulled a 
shell out. After fixing the fuse and adjusting the charges, he 
dropped it down the tube. 

Crump! , 

The projectile shot almost straight up into the air for hun- 
dreds of feet. Its trajectory was as steep as Culpepper dared. 
When it reached the zenith of its flight, the round turned in its 
_ arc and plummeted downward, its descent controlled by the 
fins on the rear. 

But Culpepper paid no attention to that. Instead he fired 
again. 

Crump! 

“Enemy front!” Gunnar shouted a warning. 

A skirmish line of VC, hampered by the slope, staggered 
into sight through the jungle. The first salvos from the three 
Black Eagles dropped them in their tracks. And Culpepper 
continued to serve his mortar. 

Crump! 

Another line of enemy infantry appeared. A quick, blasting 
salvo of Black Eagle shooting swept them down. And muller: 
per fed in the final round. 

Crump! 

Now the first mortar shell landed on the top of the hill with a 
tremendous explosion. Then the second hit: 

“On your feet!” Culpepper bellowed. “Charge! Goddamn 
your eyes! Charge!” 

The third shell exploded on the hill so close to the edge that 
"showers of dirt and stones rained down on the team as they 
struggled back up the slope as fast as they could go. 

Gunnar held the lead, using his M16 to clear the way to the 
front with sweeping bursts of 5.56-millimeter bullets. Books 
Bracken was a couple of steps behind, his skinny legs pumping . 
hard as he tried to keep up with the storming Norwegian. He 
had abandoned the .45, which was now nestled in the holster 
banging on his bony hip. His M16 also blazed to the front. 
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Now the final shell had crashed to earth. It was so close to 

the Black Eagles that their ears rang painfully following the 
nearby detonation. 

. Calvin Culpepper, who had been behind his men, picked 
up the step. His long legs quickly brought him to the front 
and, as the team crested the hill, he led them over the top. 

' Torn bodies of Viet Cong killed by the mortar barrage were 
strewn in pieces across the area. The survivors, surprised and 
stunned by the rain of thundering hell that had slammed down 
on them, were in disorganized groups. The ripping volley of 
fire from Culpepper and his men made short work of the un- 
fortunate Reds. ; 

“Reoccupy the position and set up the second mortar!” the 
chief warrant officer ordered. As his men quickly obeyed, the 
team leader radioed back to the detachment headquarters on 
Hill Shemp. 

Falconi himself answered the broadcast. “Moe, this is 
Shemp. Give me a quick SITREP. Over.” 

“Roger” Culpepper replied. “Lost one man but have been 
able to hold the hill. We need help now. We can’t beat back any 
more attacks. Over” 

“Understood, Moe,’ Falconi replied. “Has the Goon Team 
arrived? Over” 

“Negative! Negative! We ain’t seen shit of them guys,” 
Culpepper said. “I say again! We need help now. Out.” 

Gunnar tapped Culpepper on the shoulder. “The mortar is 
set up and ready, sir. We.got a dozen rounds ready to be fired” 

“You could have a million and we still couldn’t hold this hill 
by ourselves,” Culpepper said. He took a deep breath. “But, by 
God, we're sure as hell gonna try!” 
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Chapter 20 


Colonel Falconi set the microphone down and looked at 
Chief Petty Officer Sparks Lawton. “Any word from the chop- 
per at all?” the Black Eagle commander asked. 

. Sparks shook his head. “No, sir. Not during my watch. I 
tried to raise ’em but I can’t get a response, sir.” 

“Damn” Falconi said. 

“If the chopper went in, it took the Goons and Zimbo with 
it,’ Sparks said. 

Although he felt overwhelming sadness at the thought of 
_ losing three men who meant the world to him, Falconi ex- 
pressed his emotions in anger. “Son ofa bitch! I was counting 
on them to take the pressure off Hill Moe.’ 

Sergeant Major Top Gordon sat nearby, smoking a well- 
chewed stogie. “If the Goons didn’t make it, then Mister 
Culpepper and the Fire Support Team is in deep shit, sir” 

“If we lose them, we lose this operation,” Falconi said. 
“There is no way in hell that we can participate in any sus- 
tained battles without the backup of heavy weapons” ; 

‘Top nodded. “Yes, sir. From where I sit it looks like you ain’t 
got a helluva lot o' choice on what to do.” 

“I sure don’t” Colonel Falconi said. “But in a way it’s a bless- 
ing. Although we have no alternative on what tactics to follow 
from this point on, the only option left open to us is a pretty 
' good one” 

“Whatre we gonna do then, sir?” Sparks asked. 

Colonel Falconi shrugged. “We're going to converge on Hill 
Moe? 

“You mean attack from all sides?” Top asked. 
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_ “Exactly, the colonel said. “The showdown has been forced 
on us by circumstances. All right then, goddamn it! We're go- 
ing to be there on time.” The colonel picked up the mike. 
“Larry, Curly, this is Shemp. Over” 

“This is Larry” immediately replied Captain Ray Swift Elk 
over the air. “Over” 

Captain Harry Diggs came back with, “Shemp, this is 
Curly. Over” 

“Moe is under heavy enemy assault,” Falconi informed 
them. “You are to launch immediate attacks to relieve the situ- 
ation. Over.’ 

_ “Roger. Wilco. Out,’ Swift Elk said. 

“Roger, Shemp. We're on for it,” said Diggs. “Out.” 

Falconi handed the mike over to Sparks. “Okay. Everything 
is in metion now. And we in the Command Element aren’t go- 
ing to sit up here and take in reports.” 

Top stood up. “Am I to understand we're gonna jump in 
with both feet, sir?” : 

“You got it, Sergeant Major; Falconi said. “Form ’ em up 
and we'll move ‘em out!” 

Top wasted no time. Hurrying from the command post, he 
walked toward the Roptehies, bellowing, “Malpractice! Dealer! 
Saddle up!” 

The medical sergeant sind supply sergeant were engaged in 
a close game of cribbage on top of Malpractice’s operating 
table. The wounded Viet Cong prisoners had been taken back 
to the rear days before. With the crude dispensary empty, it 
made a dandy gambling hall. 

The cards were quickly forgotten as the pair of Black Eagles 
came outside. Malpractice could tell that his old friend Top 
Gordon was ready to go into action. “What's happening, Ser- 
geant Major?” 

' “We're going to war” Top announced. “Get a combat load of 
rations and ammo. Mister Culpepper and his guys are in deep 
shit. The whole damn Command Element is making a move 
on the Viet Cong that have them surrounded.” 

“What about the other teams?” Dealer Finney asked. 

“This is an all-detachment mission,” Top said. 
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Malpractice walked over to his hootch and grabbed his field 
gear and weapon. “This is going to be one of the colonel’s fa- 
mous do-or-die operations, right?” 

“That's right,’ Top said. “And if we don’t do, we'll die!” 


Sergeant Steve Matsuno, acting as point man, led the Al- 
pha Fire Team away from the base of Hill Larry. The stocky 
Japanese-American broke through the vegetation with as 
much quiet as he could. 

And that wasn’t much. ; 

Because of the need to rush~—along with the news finally 
reaching them that Calvin Culpepper and his men had suf- 
fered a KIA in the fight on Hill Moe—the Alphas’ leader, Cap- 
tain Ray Swift Elk, was in one hell of a hurry to get there to: 
relieve the heavy-weapons group. 

Steve stopped now and then to check his compass reading; 
then he stepped out in a more correct direction as the Alphas 
closed in on the fighting. After two hours of struggling 
through the dense jungle growth, the sound of the battle was 
finally heard in the distance. 

Now Swift Elk showed caution. 

“Hold it, Steve!” he called up toward the front. “Take a 
break” 

Steve, having the hardest job of breaking trail, gratefully 
sank down to a sitting position for a well-deserved breather. 
“Now I know what Daniel Boone felt like,” he said with a weary 
grin. 
Swift Elk turned and motioned to Paulo Garcia and Trang 
Ngo. “Run a recon a hundred meters up and come back.” He 
pointed at Ordway-Beckett. “Watch the rear, Nigel.” - 

The Englishman—a bit amused by the informality of the 
Black Eagles— smiled. “Righto, sir! They'll not come up our 
bums while Ordway-Beckett is on duty.” 

Paulo and Trang spread out five meters before moving for- 
ward as a two-man combination skirmish-scout line. Al- 
though they almost immediately lost sight of each other in the 
jungle, the pair managed to maintain a semblance of a 
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formation. 

The two impromptu skirmishers moved slowly, making 
each step a carefully orchestrated action. Several times the. 
smoothness of their movements was broken when a sudden 
outburst of firing sounded from the battle on Hill Moe. 

After judging they'd gone the hundred meters, Paulo hissed 
as a signal to Trang to halt. For a few moments they stood si- 
lently i in the close-packed green, stinking environment of the 
rain forest. 

Then the Viet Cong sniper fired. _ 

Trang twisted around under the impact of the round, stag- 
gering a couple of steps before he fell silently to the dank 
ground. 

- Paulo swung up his M16 and blastedi into the tree where the 
shot had come from. He was rewarded with the sight of a 
black-clad guerrilla slipping out of the high branches and fall- 
ing to the end of a rope tied to his ankle. 

Paulo hurried over to Trang, who had rolled over on his 
back. The NVA sergeant’s eyes were closed as he grimaced in 
pain. “Téi bi thurong” he moaned. “Ngure tot dau—my chest.” 

“Okay, Trang,” Paulo said. He carefully eased the patrol 
harness off and opened Trang’s jacket to check the wound. 
Then he removed the blood-soaked garment in order to take _ 
care of the injury. 

Steve Matsuno quickly appeared and caught sight of Paulo 
putting a field dressing around Trang’s chest. He went forward 
a few more paces, then sank down to offer security until the 
wound was dressed. 

Ray Swift Elk and Nigel Ordway-Beckett showed up. Not- 
ing the casualty, the captain put the Englishman on security. 
Then he asked, “How’s he doing?” 

“Caught one in the chest, sir,’ Paulo reported. “He’s gonna 
need Malpractice before long.” 

“Right, Swift Elk said. He peered into the gloom of the jun- 
gle. “Son of a bitch! We'll be wading in snipers before we reach 
Hill Moe? 

“They need us up there, sir” Paulo said, finishing up the 
emergency treatment. 
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“I didn’t say we wouldn’t go, Sergeant, ” Swift Elk said. “I just 
said we'd be wading in snipers.” 

“Leave me here? Trang said. “Go on. ‘Come back later. If 
you no can come back, I die here?’ 

“Yeah,” Swift Elk said. “We can’t carry you; Trang” 
’ “Right” Trang said. “Go. Come back later” 

Swift Elk spoke to Steve, “Okay, point man. We're back on 
the road again.” 


‘The Comrade Commandant was mad as hell. 

His unofficial but vital time schedule for taking the hill held 
by the enemy heavy-weapons team was not only behind, but 
somehow the determined bastards had shelled their own posi- 
tion after making a quick withdrawal. Now they were back on 
the summit and settled in solidly once more. There was no 
question of wiping them out; the problem was that it was tak- 

. ing too long and costing too much. 

His angry thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of a run- 
ner from the main assault unit. The young guerrilla did not 
salute as would a regular army soldier. Military pomp was not 
necessary or practical in partisan warfare. Nevertheless, he 
was respectful toward the North Vietnamese officer who com- 
manded the Viet Cong group. 

“Comrade Commandant, the comrade platoon com- 
mander begs to report he has established a firm fighting posi- 
tion on the crest of the hill. He is exchanging fire with the 
enemy.” 

“Duoc roi!” Comrade Commandant exclaimed. At least they 
weren't being pushed back to start the battle all over again. 
“Tell your comrade platoon commander to stand fast until I 
send a reinforcing section. As soon as it arrives, he is to attack 
the enemy position without delay. Ong hieu Khong” 

“Yes, Comrade Commandant! I understand!” The Viet 
Cong fighter turned quickly and rushed back up the hill to de- 
liver the message. 

The Comrade Commandant signaled to another runner— 
one of the two assigned permanently to stick close to him— 
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ind gave him quick instructions. “Rush to the reserve section 
ind tell the comrade section leader he is to take his men up to 
he crest of the hill and join the platoon fighting there.” 

“Yes, Comrade Commandant!” Like the other messenger, 
the young man rushed off to deliver the orders of his com- 
nanding officer. 

Comrade Commandant had only to wait for a brief five 
minutes before the section double-timed past him and headed 
up the hill. The Viet Cong commander wished the unit luck 
with a lustily shouted, ‘Chuc ong may man!” 

The guerrillas waved back and continued on up the hill, 
struggling through the thick brush. The sound of fierce fight- 
ing grew louder as they neared the top. When the leader fi- 
nally led them over the crest, he saw the platoon spread out in 
various fighting positions, firing across an open space at a 
well-concealed enemy on the other side of the knoll. 

The platoon commander wasted no time. “We attack now! 
Move your men over there!” He pointed to an area between 
two of his own squads. “Aau len!” 

It took no more than a minute for the reinforcements to get 
into position. The combined assault group waited tensely for 
the attack to begin. 

The platoon commander blew a whistle. “Tien len!” : 

Sensing they were about to make the killing blow, the entire 
Viet Cong battle line surged forward in the attack against 
Culpepper and his Black Eagles. 


Ky Luyen, acting as point man for the Bravo Fire Team, 
caught a glimpse of movement off to his right. He immedi- 
ately signaled a warning back to the team and all five men 
dropped down to squatting formation. 

Captain Harry Diggs crawled forward and joined Ky. . 
“What's up, then?” the Australian officer asked. 

“Activity ahead,” Ky reported. “I see two Charlies move 
across that way.’ He gestured indicating a direction of travel 
that crossed the route the team was taking. 

“Are you sure they were Viet Cong?” Diggs asked. 
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Ky nodded. “Yes, Captain. Armed with AK47. All wearing 
web gear and black uniform.” He described the same garb he 
had once worn as a VC before defecting to the Black Eagles. 

“How many?” 

*Can’t tell,” Ky said. “Maybe a patrol. They maybe move 
on. They maybe stay.” 

“Goddamnit!” Diggs hissed under his breath. “We've abso- 
lutely got to reach Hill Moe. Any undue delay on our part 
could mean Culpepper and his lads get wiped out” 

Ky tried to be optimistic. “Maybe other team reach them, 
huh?” 

“We can’t count a bit on that,” Diggs said. “The Charlies are 
thick as fleas in this area. If they’re holding us up, chances are 
they’re also delaying Alpha and the Command Element.” 

“Total disaster)’ Ky said. 

“Indeed!” Diggs agreed. “Particularly with the Goons seem- 
ingly out of the picture. Make a scout, Ky, and see if you can 
find a route for us through that muck of Viet Cong” 

“Will do!” 

Ky left the team leader and eased through the heavy jungle 
brush in a squatting “duck walk.” The position would-be ex- 
tremely difficult and painful for most westerners, but Ky and 
his race relaxed by squatting on their haunches rather than sit- 
ting down. With strong thigh muscles accustomed by both he- 
redity and conditioning, he found the methad of travel quite 
easy and comfortable. 

After a slow ten meters, Ky came across a fresh trail. The 
footprints in the soft earth indicated the people passing by 
were Viet Cong. He estimated that at least a half-dozen men 
were in the party. Since they were traveling east, Ky decided to 
go west to see if the way was open in that direction. 

The jungle seemed empty and Ky began to feel he’d found 
. the way around any enemy troop concentrations, but he came 
to an abrupt halt at the sound of a sneeze up ahead. After a 
minute of careful waiting to make sure no one was approach- 
ing him, the ex-Viet Cong cautiously traveled onward. 

This time he was on his hands and knees. 

A guerrilla observation post was situated between two xoai 
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trees. It was occupied by three men who had excellent fields of 
fire into the surrounding area. Ky slowly stood up to give him- 
self a better look. He could see no way around the obstacle. 

The point man went back to the point where he had discov- 
ered the footprints. He decided to check to the direct front. 
Perhaps, with a bit of luck, the Viet Cong had inadvertently 
left a path open that way. 

Ky almost stumbled into an enemy fire team. 

Thanking whatever gods of fate had spared him from being 
discovered, the Black Eagle retraced his steps to report back to 
Captain Diggs with the bad news. 

Bravo Team was cut off. 
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Chapter 21 


The formation of attacking Viet Cong was so dense that 
Gunnar Olson didn’t bother to aim with much care. It wasn’t 
necessary. All the Minnesotan had to do was simply point the 
muzzle of his M16 toward the closely packed enemy group 
and sight over, rather than through, the sights. 

Books Bracken and Ski Czeweszeski, on either side of him, 
did the same as the trio blasted salvos of slugs into the massed 
attackers moving toward them on the top of Hill Moe. The 
only pauses in the shooting were when they had to stop long 
enough to reload magazines. 

Behind them, Chief Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper 
acted as a one-man mortar crew. But after firing off two 
rounds that went too far and landed harmlessly on the far 
slope, he concluded that the enemy had closed in too much for 
the weapon to be of much effect. If he elevated the tube even 
one more mil, the shells had as much chance of falling straight 
down on him and his men as they did of striking among the 
enemy. 

Culpepper grabbed his rifle and went forward to lead his 
Black Eagle group through this last stand. 

The embattled members of the Fire Support Team concen- 
trated on their individual efforts to pour fire into the Viet 
Cong attackers swarming toward them. The situation had 
narrowed to simplicity — deadly simplicity —in which the only 
thing to do was to shoot at the enemy as fast as possible. The 
only hope ~ and it was a pathetically small one — was to kill all 
the sons of bitches. 

‘There was no need to shout orders or to try any coordinated 
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maneuvers. Why waste time and effort on working out strat- 
egy and tactics when all you could do was simply knock down 
as many of the enemy as possible to delay the inevitable de- 
feat? 

Surrender did not occur to any of the Black Eagles. 

A terrible truth had dawned on each member of the Fire 
Support Team. ‘The only alternative to being killed was sur- 
vival through an incapacitating wound. And that would mean 
being completely at the mercy of their captors. Medical treat- 
ment would be crude—if offered—and going as an invalid 
into a captivity in which few healthy men managed to survive, 
would be tantamount to a slow lingering death. 

Better to slug it out with the sons of bitches and die on your 
feet — Calcitra Clunis! 

The attackers took heavy casualties, but still edged forward 
in their relentless drive to win the battle. The Viet Cong 
stepped over their own dead and wounded as they slowly 
closed in on the defenders. They knew that victory was inevi- 
table, and they were willing to pay a heavy price-to attain it. 
There were so many dead Charlies that Benny Maggiore’s 
corpse was out of sight among the slain guerrillas. 

Calvin Culpepper slipped his M16 onto full-automatic. 
Pointing the muzzle forward, he held the trigger down and 
emptied the magazine in less than a beat. But he had the satis- 
faction of seeing several of the Charlies punched and pum- 
meled by the impact of the bullets. The veteran chief warrant — 
officer figured that he and his men had fifteen minutes of 
fighting life—or any kind of life—left to them. 

Calcitra Clunis! Die on your feet! 


Colonel Robert Falconi pointed to Sergeant First Class 
Dealer Finney and Master Sergeant Malpractice McCorckel. 
Then he gestured to his immediate right front. The proximity 
of the enemy dictated the use of mute hand-and-arm signals. 

The two sergeants, who had been lying prone in a bamboo 
stand, got to their feet and moved silently to the position their 
commanding officer had indicated. 


169 


Next, Falconi turned to Sergeant Major Top Gordon and 
Chief Petty Officer Sparks Lawton. He sent that pair to the 
other side as he formed up an impromptu skirmish line in 
which he occupied the exact center. 

A few meters from them, unaware of what was happening, 
a squad of Viet Cong infantry manned a picket line. The vet- 
eran Red guerrillas were completely on the alert and ready for 
anything that might be thrown at them. The outpost’s assign- 
ment was to provide security for Comrade Commandant and 
the attacking force that was wrapping up things on the top of 
the hill where the enemy mortar squad was pinned down and 
about to be massacred. 

Falconi wanting to get past and give a hand to the embattled 
Culpepper and company, had to fight through the Viet Cong 
security before he would be able to reach the battle site. 

Thé colonel glanced to his left and got the high sign from 
Malpractice that he and Dealer were ready. A look at the left 
showed Top and Sparks were primed to go. 

Falconi rose and aimed carefully through the brush at one 
of the visible Viet Cong. A squeeze on the trigger sent a 5.56- 
millimeter slug zipping through the air to crash into the guer- 
rilla’s skull. The Command Element leaped forward and 
charged, all five M 16s blasting. 

But the unit of Charlies were veterans and did not panic. 
Instead, they ignored their fallen comrade and coolly re- 
turned fire. The crisscrossing AK47 rounds zinged through 
the air, forcing the Black Eagles to hit the dirt. 

“Fire and maneuver!” Falconi yelled. “On the right! Fire! 
On the left! Maneuver!” 

Immediately obeying, Malpractice and Dealer laid down a 
curtain of withering fire. At the same time, Top and Sparks 
leaped to their feet and rushed to the next forward bit of cover. | 
When they arrived, they threw themselves down and began to 
pour shots into the enemy position. 

This time Malpractice and Dealer did the running. They 
quickly scampered as far as they could until they found some 
good cover in a grove of khoai-sap bushes. 

Falconi was not just sitting around. Instead, he was doing 
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his own individualistic shooting and running as he worked 
himself closer to the Viet Cong. Finally he was able to see the 
entire enemy position. He stood up and cut loose on full-auto- 
matic while bellowing: “Charge!” 

The other four members of the group leaped up and rushed 
forward. The Charlies crumbled into a massed heap as the fi- 
nal assault wiped them out to the man. 

Although the effort of the Command Element had gone 
rather smoothly, the colonel still burned with impatience. 

The Fire Support Team was almost out of time. 


A lull in the fighting on the hilltop gave the Fire subpot 
Team a chance to catch their breath. 

“What the hell’s going on, sir?” Gunnar asked. 

Ski Czeweszeski shoved a magazine into his weapon and 
pulled the charging handle. “Yeah! What’re the Charlies do- 
ing? Taking a ten-minute break?” 

Chief. Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper shook his head. 
“They're doing what we'd be doing about now if we was in 
their shoes—they’re regrouping for the final assault.” 

“Yeah? Gunnar said. “They was getting strung out a bit 
there fora while” _~ 

“They'll come at us in a reformed attack,’ Culpepper said. 
“They want to wrap up this business once and for all.” 

Books Bracken spat. “Shit!” 

Ski grinned wryly. “You finally said something in one 
word, Books” . 

“That one word sums up my deepest emotions and the keen 
despondency I am experiencing,’ Books said. “These, my 
comrades in battle, are our final moments.” He took a deep 
breath. “There ain’t no way we're getting out of this alive” 

“Yeah, Gunnar said. “It’s strange, but I feel a kind of calm- 
ness. You'd think I'd be worked up.” He glanced toward the 
rear. “But I gotta admit that the thought of bugging out is 
sounding good. : 

. “Trouble is,’ the chief warrant officer pointed out, “is that 
there ain’t no place to bug out to. There ain’t nothing down at: 
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the bottom of this hill but a hell of a lot more Charlies” 

“Well; you crazy bastards! If I gotta go down, I’m going 
down spitting and kicking!” Ski said. 

. Asudden burst of shouting erupted from the far side of the - 
hill and the mob of Viet Cong suddenly appeared, rushing to- 
ward the position. 

“Give ’em hell!” Culpepper yelled. 

The Black Eagles were all full-auto then. Sprays of slugs 
whipped back and forth into the attackers, but they pressed 
on. After a few moments, the contorted facial features of the 
Viet Cong could be discerned by the desperate defenders. 
And they knew that this was the last of the battle. 

- Then, for some inexplicable reason, the left flank of the 
Charlies caved in. 

The center of the Viet Cong assault wavered and the right 
side continued on. That section, catching the brunt of the Fire 
Support Team’s fiery attention, melted away under the com- 
bined M16 salvos. Culpepper and his guys swung their weap- 
ons back to the center and were amazed to see that part of the 
attackers stumble to a halt as mounting casualties dwindled 
their ranks. 

The attack suddenly halted and the Charlies pulled back. 

“What the hell?” Culpepper murmured. 

“For Chrissake!” Gunnar exclaimed. “Look over there!” 

Loco Padilla, followed by Archie Dobbs, Blue Richards, 
and Zimbo Zimbowski, rushed across the open space to skip 
and dodge through the Viet Cong corpses before joining the _ 
Fire Support Team in their position. 7 

“Where the hell did you guys come from?” Culpepper asked 
happily. 

“The chopper was shot down, sir” Loco explained. “We 
been on foot ever since. When we heard the fighting, we 
skirted around it and came in from the side.” He looked at the 
mass of dead Charlies out in front of them. “It looks like we got 
here in time.’ 

“Yeah? Calvin Culpepper said. “But unless the rest of the 
detachment arrives, you’ve only staved off the inevitable. The 
VC got us outnumbered and outgunned here. You might've 
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got in, but you ain’t gonna get out.” The chief warrant officer 
ruefully shook his head. “You boys could have done your- 
selves a big favor and stayed off this goddamned hill.” 

“No fucking way, sir!” Archie Dobbs exclaimed. 

Gunnar displayed a slight grin. “One thing about us Black 
Eagles i is that we ain’t got much sense when i it comes to back- 
ing each other up” 

“Live together” Loco remarked, “die seoetie 

Archie looked around at the team. “We heard there was a 
KIA? 

“Benny Maggiore bought it,” Gunnar said. 

“Yeah, Ski said. Then he added, “He’s out there in that pile 
o’ dead? : 

“A good marine? Loco said. “A damned good marine” 

Culpepper finally noticed Zimbo Zimbowski. The warrant 
officer peered closely at him, noting his scorched uniform 
with numerous holes burned in it. “What the hell happened to 
you?” 

"I got singed when the chopper went up,’ the pilot ex- 
plained. 

“He got blowed straight up into a tree,” Blue said. “He was 
up there like a o!’ possum that’s been chased by dawgs.” 

“Tt was a hell of a sight,’ Archie said. 

“It was a magnificent sight,” Loco added. 

~“It was fucking awful? Zimbo said. “Do you guys have an 
extra rifle? All I got is this .45”” 

“We picked up Benny’s,’ Culpepper explained. “It’s over 
with the ammo. Help yourself” 

-. Zimbo armed himself and, feeling better now that he had a 
weapon with a longer range, rejoined the others. “So what's on 
the agenda now?” 

“It ain’t very pleasant,’ Culpepper explained. “We was - 
about to go under when you showed up.” 

“So we were just like the eayry in the movies, right?” Ar- 
chie said. 

“Yeah,” Culpepper said. “Except that when that happens in 
the movies it means a happy ending. We ain’t finished here by 
a long shot.” 
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“Our adversaries are determined and resolute?” Books said. 
“They are much more numerous than we are and enjoy an 
enormous advantage. Your arrival merely delayed our de- 
struction” 

“In other words, we’re gonna be up to our necks in Charlies 
pretty quick, huh?” Loco remarked. 

“In other words— yes!” Gunnar interjected. 

Incoming rounds interrupted the silence. 

“Here we go again,’ Culpepper said. 

The Goons and Zimbo situated themselves among the team 
"in the defensive position just as the first wave of fresh attackers 
came into view over the knoll. 


“I can’t see the sonofabitch!” Steve Matsuno shouted. 

“JT ain’t sure where he is, either” Paulo Garcia said. 

The Viet Cong sniper—or snipers—had the entire Alpha 
Fire Team pinned down within the confines of a nipa palm 
grove. Although the large plants offered plenty of cover, they 
were growing in brackish water that was as much as knee-deep 
in places. Any attempt to move out of the confines of the heavy 
vegetation immediately brought salvos of AK47 fire from the 
surrounding trees. 

Sergeant Nigel Ordway-Beckett worked himself under a 
large plant, crawling through the water as he took care not to 
make any splashing noises to give himself away. He reached 
the beginning of solid ground and congratulated himself. It 
appeared he would be able to get out of the grove and into a 
position where he would be able to spot the sniper and elimi- 
_ nate him. He waited a couple of seconds, then left the water to 
make a quiet rush for the cover of a mang-cau-dai tree only 
five meters away. 

But the moment he made the move, numerous shots 
slapped the ground around him. The misplaced Englishman 
was forced to turn and dive back into the nipa palms. He went - 
under the dirty water and came up sputtering and spitting. 

“Bloody fucking bother!” he exclaimed. 

Captain Ray Swift Elk heard the disturbance. “Did you 
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draw fire over there, Nigel?” - 

“Rather did, at that, sir. We're denied on this point as well.” 

“All right,’ Swift Elk said. “Shit!”. 

The Alpha Fire Team’s rate of travel in the rescue effort had 
been painfully — almost embarrassingly — slow. Skilifully con- 
cealed snipers kept them pinned down in the palm grove, un- 
able to extract themselves and join the battle. 

“But, sir!” Ordway-Beckett called out. “Beg pardon, but I 
did manage to sight the blighters” 

Swift Elk’s countenance lit up. “Jesus Christ, Nigel! 
Where?” 

“They're i in the top of a binh-bat tree, sir, but I’m afraid 
we've no cause for optimism? Ordway-Beckett said. “They've . 
covered every possible avenue of approach to them.” 

“Bullshit!” Swift Elk exclaimed. “If you can point out the 
tree, we'll take care of it” 

“Of course, sir” 

-Swift Elk shouted out, “Steve! Double-time over here!” 

Steve Matsuno, carrying his M203 grenade-launcher, 
quickly joined them. “Yes, sir?” 

“I want you to lob in three HE projectiles where Nigel tells 
you to,” the captain ordered. 

“You bet!” 

“We'll have to go forward a bit, old boy,’ Ordway-Beckett 
said. “This way, if you please.’ 

The two crawled through the smelly water until the En- 
glishman signaled a halt. “I say, can you see that binh-bat 
tree? Now look up in those thick branches to the left. There 
are at least two, perhaps three, Charlies situated there.” 

- Steve shoved an HE round into the launcher. Taking aim, 
he pulled the trigger. An instant later a detonation followed 
- which was accompanied by the sight of a bloody body hurtling 
to the ground. He quickly fired two more and brought down a 
second Viet Cong, who bounced off several branches during 
his fall to the jungle floor. 

“All right, Alpha Team!” Swift Elk yelled. “Move out!” 

The five Black Eagles came out of the swamp ready for 
trouble, but they passed unopposed through the area. Paulo 
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Garcia passed the two supers, their torn cadavers lying side 
by side. 
“Them M203s tend to do terrible damage to folks.” he re- 
marked as he and the rest of Captain Ray Swift Elk’s group 
’ moved toward the battle. 
“Ruined their whole day;’ Steve Matsuno added. 


The Bravo Fire Team, dug in and now waiting, still 
breathed hard after three assaults at the Viet Cong position 
located between the two xoai trees. 

Captain Harry Diggs, as tired as his men and just as pissed 
off, punched the transmit button. “Falcon, this is Bravo. 
Over” 

Sparks Lawton answered. “Bravo, this is Falcon. Over” 

“Request assistance, Falcon,” Diggs said, hating to make 
the plea. “We are held up by strong enemy position at grid co- 
ordinates 106525116250. Have attempted three assaults and 
cannot punch through. Over.’ 

“Roger,” came back Sparks. “Wait” 

Diggs raised his head enough to take a look at his team. 
Close by, Carlos Margo, the Philippine sergeant, held his gre- 
nade-launcher ready. On the other side, Sergeant First Class 
Arnie Bledsoe calmly smoked a cigarette. Glancing to his 
right, Diggs could see the inscrutable Korean marine Park 
Song calmly waiting for whatever might happen. 

“Bravo, this is Falcon.” This time it was Colonel Robert 
Falconi. “Give me a quick run-down on what you're facing. 
Over.” 

“We've got a bloody Victor Charlie outpost with excellent 
field of fire,” Harry Diggs reported. “Steep terrain on one side 
and a goddamned swamp on the other gives us no way around. 
the bastards. We've hit them head-on and they’re practically 
laughing at us. Over” 

“Understood, Bravo? Falconi said. “Stand by. On my com- 
mand you are to make an attack. I say again, on my command! 
Even if you hear firing, wait. Understood? Over” 

_ "Wilco,’ Diggs said. “Out? 
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’ The Australian officer rapidly passed the word. He first in- 
formed Park Song. The Korean accepted the news and pre- 
pared himself to obey the orders to the letter. He would wait . 
until hell itself froze over before he fired without proper or- 
ders. 

Diggs crawled down the line to Sergeant Carlos Margo. 
“Falconi has something in mind. The orders arg to not fire nor 
attack until we receive orders from him. Do you understand 
that, Sergeant Margo?” 

“Yes, sir. Shall.I continue as grenadier or revert to rifle- 
man?” 

“We may move close-in with some of our own blokes,’ Diggs 
said. “Let’s forget the M203 for a bit, hey?” 

“Yes, sir!” 

Diggs left the Filipino and went to his second-in-command, 
Arnie Bledsoe. “How do things look on the left flank, Sergeant 
Bledsoe?” 

Arnie grinned wryly. “Under control, sir. I can’t go no place 
and neither can they.” 

- “I believe you Yanks refer to this as a Mexican stand-off, do 
you not?” 

“That's right, sir,’ Arnie replied. “A no-win situation.” 

“There’s a bloody good chance that'll change, Sergeant,” 
Diggs said. “I’ve contacted Falcon and they’re about to join us 
in our situation here. The colonel was most emphatic about 
our not firing until ordered to do so.” 

“T understand, sir” 

“And that is even if we hear fighting close-by,’ Diggs said. “I 
would think our commanding officer is going to hit the bas- . 
tards from the rear and wants a coordinated effort on our 
part.” 

“Yes, sir” Arnie said. “When the time is right, that is.” 

“The key words, Sergeant,’ Diggs said. “When the time is 
right.” 

Distant firing flared up, then rapidly built to a continuous 
roar. 

Arnie shook his head. “That’s the Fire Support Team up on 
Hill Moe” He spat. “The poor bastards!” 
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Diggs nodded. “If we don’t link up with them soon, , there'll 
be none of them left” 

“We Americans have a saying for that, too” Arnie ternntbed 
caustically. “It’s called being shit out of luck.” 
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Chapter 22 


Sergeant Major Top Gordon took the final drag of his cigar 
and threw the stump of tobacco down. “Are you sure we can’t 
pull this off without the Bravo Team, sir?” 

“Yeah,” Colonel Falconi replied. “We'll need every gun if 
we're going to mount a final assault against the Viet Cong and 
bring Culpepper and his guys off that hill in one piece” 

“Yes, sir, Top said, after further thought. “This particular 
operation has got a coupla missions built into it.” 

“Things aren’t simple,’ Falconi said. 

“It’s gonna take time to fight our way through to the Bravos, 
sir, Top reminded him. 

“Then we'd better get moving now,’ Falconi said. “Finney! 
Take the point You know where we're going.” 

“Yes, sir!” the supply sergeant replied. He folded his map 
and shoved it into his side trouser pocket “I got the route 
picked out.” 

The Command Element, actually out of time under any cir- 
cumstances, pressed through the jungle toward the spot where 
Captain Harry Diggs and his men of the Bravo Fire Team had 
been unable to break through the Viet Cong outpost. 

Falconi was in a position where outside help was completely 
out of the. question. Time and distance laid the pressure on 

hard and heavy. There wasn’t enough time to call in extra rein- 
forcements or helicopter gunships for support. Everything de- 
pended on the colonel and the Black Eagle detachment. If the 
situation — which was fast turning into a first-rate disaster — 
was to be salvaged, it would be up to them, and them alone. 
’ Finney continued toward the spot the grid coordinates indi- 
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cated. Like all Special Forces staff noncommissioned officers, 
he was as at home scrambling through the jungle as he was be- 
hind a desk wading through paperwork. He kept the Com- 
mand Element on an accurate, unwavering course with 
constant checks on his compass. He paused to shoot azimuths 
now and then, but mostly he simply glanced down at the direc- 
tional instrument and plowed on. 

Directly behind him, Master Sergeant Malpractice Mc- 
Corckel acted as. security. The point man had enough to do 
without having to watch out for snipers and ambushes. Mal- 
’ practice, his rifle ready, stayed on the alert, his eyes scanning 
every site that offered cover to any potential attackers, while 
keeping up with the struggling point man. 

Colonel Robert Falconi and Chief Petty Officer Sparks 
Lawton were in the center. They stuck together so the colonel 
could get to the radio-on Sparks’s back quickly if necessary. 
Each also covered different sides of the column as flank secu- 
rity. Behind them, bringing up the rear and watching it too, 
the detachment sergeant major moved easily and confidently. 

Top Gordon was an old campaigner who was well into his 
second war. Younger men had trouble matching Top’s soldier- 
ing skills and stamina. 

An hour of plunging through the dense growth came to an 
abrupt halt on Dealer Finney’s signal. “Send the old man up? 
he whispered back to Malpractice. 

Malpractice turned and walked back a few paces until he 
found the colonel. “Dealer wants to see you, sir.” 

“Right,” Falconi said. He went up to the head of the column 
and found the point man squatting in the cover of a bamboo 
grove. “What’s up?” 

“That enemy outpost is fifteen meters straight ahead, sir” 
Finney said. 

Falconi rose enough to get a good look. “Jesus! They are well 
situated. No wonder the Bravos couldn’t break through” 

“We've got a fight ahead of us, sir,’ Dealer said. 

“Hell, Sergeant, we always do,’ Falconi said grimly. “Let’s 


get to it” 
ses 
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Comrade Commandant stared at the runner. “Repeat your 
message, Comrade,” he ordered. 

The young Viet Cong swallowed natively: “The comrade 
platoon commander begs to report that reinforcements have 
arrived in the enemy position. Our attack has stalled, but he is 
mounting another” 

“Did you see the extra enemy arrive yourself?” Comrade 
Commandant asked. 

“Yes, Comrade Commandant,” the guerrilla said. “I was 
near the~comrade platoon commander during what we 
thought would be our final assault. We had paused in our ef- 
forts to consolidate our formation. The comrade platoon com- 
mander ordered us forward. Sudden firing wiped out one 
flank, then the enemy concentrated their volleys on the other 
parts of the line. New enemy soldiers arrived and ran across 
the hilltop to join the others.” 

Comrade Commandant became thoughtful. The infiltra- 
tors were obviously hand-picked experts. The leader of the 
Viet Cong guerrillas now fully comprehended that a special 
unit had been sent in to get him. He now feared that more 
groups of the enemy would penetrate his area of operation to 
both rescue their beleaguered friends on the hill and to make a 
final wrap-up of neutralizing his command. 

At that moment it was time to pull back and fade away in or- 
der to fight another day. 

Although this new enemy unit was not tied to helicopters or 
cumbersome headquarters units, he could escape from them 
in the same manner he would employ to avoid larger, more 
cumbersome battalions. 

In order for Comrade Commandant to save his troops and 
continue his campaign of partisan warfare and terrorism in 
the area, he had to melt away and conceal himself and his com- 
mand in the depths of the jungle. 

“Comrade!” he said to the runner. “Return to the hill and tell 
your comrade plateon commander to break contact with the 
enemy and return here to the base of the hill. Mau len! There is 
no time to spare!” - 

The runner immediately leaped to the task, rushing away 


181 


and ascending the hill as fast as he could. - the 

Coniradé Commandant called his other two foot messen- 
‘gers. It was necessary to call in the entire guerrilla band if they 
were to successfully withdraw to continue the fight later. It_ 
would also give him time to get reinforcements from the north. 

Comrade Commandant thought to himself, “I am a long 
way from being defeated. In fact, I feel I am marching up the 
road to victory.” 


Falconi lifted the grenade off his patrol harness suspender 
‘and pulled the pin. He opened his hand and let the spoon snap 
open. “One—two—three—” He heaved it as hard as he could. 

The, small instrument of destruction arced beautifully 
through the air and landed at the direct rear of the Viet Cong 
outpost. The explosion blew one Charlie out of his fighting 
hole. The others, stunned and shocked, were battered badly 
by the concussion. 

Now Falconi spoke into the radio. “Bravo, this is Falcon! At- 
tack! Out.” He dropped the radio and bellowed, “Fire at will!” 

The battle was pitifully short. 

The Viet Cong, pinned down by the Command Element, 
attempted to turn to meet that assault. But they were immedi- 
ately beset by Bravo Fire Team attacking them from the oppo- 
site direction. That quintet of Black Eagles exploded into a 
violent infantry assault that carried them straight into the very 
position that had held them up for so long. 

In less than five minutes the Bravos and the Command Ele- 
ment were linked up. Captain Harry Diggs glanced down at 
the torn bodies of the Charlie defenders. 

“Those poor dumb bastards paid a hell of a price, didn’t 
they?” 

“I don’t think they expected anyone to be roaming around 
unchecked behind them,” Falconi said. He turned around. 
“Sparks! We're within range now. See if you can raise the Fire 
Support Team.” 

“Aye, aye, sir, the navy commo man replied. He immedi- 
ately began transmitting. “Moe, this is Falcon. Moe, this is 
Falcon. Over” 
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But instead of hearing Calvin Culpepper’s voice, it was 
Loco Padilla who answered. “Falcon, this is Goon. We are on . 
Hill Moe with Bang. Have been under heavy attack and it 
looked like our wieners was cooked. But Victor Charlies have 
suddenly withdrawn. I say again. The Charlies hauled ass. 
Over? 

“Roger, Goon. Wait! Sparks relayed the message to Colonel 
Falconi. 

Falconi was puzzled. “All indications were that the VC 
would crush the Fire Support Team within a matter of time. 
Why would they suddenly leave?” 

“Don’t forget the Goons showed up, sir,” Top reminded him. 

- ‘Sure,’ Falconi said. “But they wouldn’t tip the scale in our 
favor. The Charlies could still wipe ’em all out” He was 
thoughtful for a few moments. “Son of a bitch!” he suddenly 
exclaimed. 

“Did sométhing occur to you, sir?” Captain Harry Diggs 
asked, 

“Damned right!” Falconi said. “The Viet Cong commander 
has finally figured we’re roaming around in his operational 
area. He’s going to pull back and hide away to fight again. If 
we don’t get those sons of bitches now, our mission is a total 
failure” 

“Right!” Top agreed. “Just like he was doing when the heli- 
copter-borne battalions roared in here before” . 

Falconi grabbed the radio from Sparks. At the same time he 
pulled his tactical map out and studied the area around Hill 
Moe. “There’s only one way out of that battle area.” He quickly 
broadcast orders. “Alpha, this is Bravo. Charlies are attempt- 
ing a breakout. Set up an ambush in the gully a klick south-of 
Hill Moe. Over? a 

Captain Ray Swift Elk immediately replied, “Wilco. Out” 

Falconi tossed the transmitter back to Sparks. “Let’s move 
’em out!” he shouted. “If we don’t make it in time; this cam- 
paign is lost!” 

The Alphas and Command Element formed up for the 
quick trek through the jungle. 
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Chapter 23 


The Viet Cong didn’t just walk into the Alpha Team’s am- 
bush. They slammed into it like a speeding locomotive into 
another train stalled on the tracks. 

The ensuing pressure was so great that the four Black Ea- 
gles almost gave way, but the hard-fighting team managed to 
hold on and pour full-automatic fire and projectiles from 
Steve Matsuno’s grenade-launcher into the massed Charlies 
trying to break through them. 

Comrade Commandant pushed everyone forward in his 
desperation to escape back into the sanctuaries he had in the 
deeper hinterlands of the jungle country. Being defeated at 
this point was more than the loss of a battle; it was the loss of 
an entire campaign. 

After the first few minutes of sustained combat, so many 
of his men died at the site of the heaviest fighting that the 
others were able to use them for cover as they desperately 
sought to either kill the ambushers or force them to with- 
draw. 

Meanwhile, Falconi hurried the two teams he was with. 
They could hear the roaring battle that was so close, yet the 
rugged terrain interfered with smooth travel. The objective 
might as well have been miles away. 

Chief Warrant Officer Calvin Culpepper worked hard to 
extradite himself and his team plus the Goons and First 
Lieutenant Zimbo Zimbowski from the hilltop they- had 
’ been defending with fierce determination. The vacuum cre- 
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ated by the quick withdrawal of the Viet Cong did not put 
their minds at ease. It seemed too good to be true—in fact, 
it seemed like a sneaky trick to them. The chief warrant offi- 
cer fully expected that a cleverly laid ambush awaited him 
and his men the moment they descended to the lower ter- 
rain. - 

But when the fierce firefight below broke out, they knew a 
big. battle was building up. The Fire Support Team and 
Goons damned caution. They wanted to rejoin the rest of 
the detachment in what was going on below. _. . 

The Fire Support Team leader put Archie Dobbs and 
Gunnar Olson out as advance guard after he formed the rest 
of the Black Eagies—and Zimbo— into a skirmish line. The 
group moved slowly and cautiously across the top of Hill | 
Moe. They expected a sudden surprise attack at any time, 
since the Viet Cong could easily have left enough men be- 
hind to stage an ambush. 

‘But they also knew from the radio transmission that 
Falconi and the rest of the detachment were moving in for a 
big try at wrapping up the mission. 

When the group reached the slope, Archie and Gunnar 
looked back. Archie said, “Shall we go on, Mister Culpep- 
per?” 

Another loud roar of gunfire sounded below. 

“Hell, yes!” Culpepper yelled back. 

While the Fire Support Team and Goons started down 
Hill Moe, the Command Element and Bravo Fire Team 
crashed through the-jungle as fast as they could. Damning 
security and noise discipline, they knew that Alpha Team at 
that. moment faced the entire brunt of the Viet Cong force. 

Down in the Reds’ area, Comrade Commandant forgot 
any fancy ideas about directing the battle. He rushed for- 
ward to the point where his front line poured fire into the 
defenders’ position. He personally shouted orders and the 
Viet Cong took courage from his presence. 

°Tien len!” he commanded. “Forward! Forward! Break 
through!” 

Several of the Charlies leaped up and ran to the front. 


185 


They were knocked down by incoming fire, but others fol- 
lowed their example until the entire guerrilla band was on 
the move in this bid for escape. © 

Comrade Commandant scrambled in the midst of his 
men as they continued the assault. Shoulder-to-shoulder, he 
now fought and struggled with them as an equal. He 
stepped on the pulpy softness of corpses and bellowed his 
battle lust. A bursting rifle grenade went off above his head 
and the Viet Cong leader was slammed to the ground. He 
tried to get to his feet, but was too dazed. Sinking back to 
his hands and knees, Comrade Commandant waited for his 
head to clear so that he could rejoin the daring attack he 
hoped would carry him and his unit out of danger. 

Then the firing from the rear hit them. Comrade Com- 
mandant sat down and looked back to see fresh enemy mov- 
ing in. 

He knew the battle was lost. 

Resistance was futile. He was no desperate political fa- 
natic. He was a soldier’s soldier, one who developed a rough 
but genuine affection for his men, particularly after they'd 
fought until their hearts broke for him. 

Now he shouted new orders. “Dumg ban! Cease fire!” 

Viet Cong squad and section leaders near him heard the 

command. At first they were uncertain what he meant. But _ 
~ he again issued the orders in a loud shout. The small unit 
commanders began repeating the order to stop the fight. 

‘Hang di!” Comrade Commandant yelled. He stood up 
and raised his hands. 

Now the surviving Charlies followed his example. The 
fighting died off slowly until only an occasional shot 
sounded. A minute later, all was silence. 

Colonel Robert Falconi, leading the combined force of the 
Command Element, Bravo Team, and the Fire Support 
Team, advanced on the surrendering Viet Cong. Captain 
Ray Swift Elk, coming in from the other side with the Al- 
phas, joined the crowd. 

Comrade Commandant recognized the leader of the en- 
emy from his conduct even though no insignia of rank was 
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visible. Keeping his hands up, he walked toward Falconi. All 
soldier, the leader of the Viet Cong announced loudly in 
French, [Je suis le chef du corps. Cessons le resistance.” 

Falconi only nodded. “Sergeant Ky Luyen!” he shouted. 

Ky trotted over and saluted. “Yes, my colonel?” 

“Direct the Viet Cong fighters to keep their hands up and 
form up in two lines on the far side of that bamboo grove.” 

“Yes, my colonel!” the Vietnamese said. He shouted the 
orders and the remnants of the guerrilla battalion instantly 
obeyed. 

Captain Ray Swift Elk joined the colonel. “Sir, I've sent 
Steve Matsuno and Paulo Garcia back to pick up Trang 
Ngo. We had to leave him back a ways after he was hit” 

“Right,” Falconi said. “Send Malpractice along with them. 
If Trang has been lying out there long, he might need more 
than first aid” 

Now Captain Harry Diggs and Chief Warrant Officer 
Calvin Culpepper came up. They said nothing as they 
-watched the Black Eagles begin the task of establishing con- 
trol over the newly surrendered prisoners. 

Sergeant Major Top Gordon was in the middle of the ac- 
tivities, making sure that everything ran smoothly, to his lik- 
ing. He yelled at his own men as much as he yelled at the 
POWs. - 

, Swift Elk grinned slightly at the sight. “Looks like things 
are the same as always.” 

“Yeah,” Falconi said. He iooked around. “Except that we 
now own this particular piece of real estate.” 

“What are we going to do with it, sir?” Captain Harry 
Diggs asked. 

Calvin Culpepper laughed. “I know the answer to that 
one. We're gonna give it to the big brass, ain’t we, Colonel?” 

“Don’t we always?” He gestured to Sparks Lawton. “Radio 
Hai Cat. Tell them that Operation Nguy-Hiem War Zone is 

. wrapped up.” 
“Awright!” Sergeant Major Top Gordon yelled now that 
the prisoners had properly formed up. “Move ’em out!” 

The lines of men—both victors and vanquished—stum- 
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bled wearily out of the jungle glen, heads hung low. 
No glory. No disgrace. Just another rotten goddamned 
job finished—for everybody. 
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Chapter 24 


. Hai Cat was placid and quiet on that afternoon. The 
Black Eagle detachment lay out on the white sands of the 
beach, mostly dozing or talking quietly. The only person 
showing much activity was Archie Dobbs, who barbecued. 
hot dogs on a grill. 

Sergeant Benny Maggiore’s body had been sent home to” 
Jersey City for burial. They'd held a memorial service for 
Benny the day before. Although he had been on only one 
Black Eagle mission, he was treated as if he’d spent his en- 
tire military career in the detachment. Loco Padilla, a ma- 
rine like Benny, delivered a eulogy and Gunnar Olson spoke. 
of what a fine mortarman and gocd friend Benny ‘iad been. — 

Sergeant Trang Ngo was doing well in recovering from his 
wounds and could be expected to return to the detachment 
within a few weeks. They made sure he was visited regularly 
and saw to it that his favorite brand of cigarettes was sent 
him as needed. 

_ At the debriefing, Brigadier General James Taggart in- 
formed them that a strong force of infantry, along with tech- 
nical and logistics units, had been sent in to hold onto the 
land that the Black Eagles had wrested from the Viet Cong. 
The general also statud that he was sorry he couldn’t award 
them any individual decorations or even a unit citation, but 
units like the Black Eagles were too covert for recognition. 

“But you'll be glad to know that I personally think you did 
one hell of a fine job,’ the general said, beaming. 

Although nobody said anything, most of the men felt that ' 
the general could take his opinions and stick ’em where the 


- 189 


sun don’t shine. 

_But after the debriefing and the settling back in, the de- 
tachment could take it easy for a while—at least until that 
’ next morning when Sergeant Major Top Gordon had them 

out for physical training. The topkick worked them up into a 

good hard sweat, then backed off and gave them plenty of 

time off so they could relax down at the beach until it was 
‘time to shape up again for another operation. 

Everyone took advantage of the situation—except Dealer 
Finney. 

The afternoon following their return, Dealer was on the 
phone, talking fast and urgently. “Hello, Al. This is Finney. 
How're we doing on those billiard tables? Yeah? Great. Lis- 
ten up. I want to move ’em fast. I know a guy in Singapore 
that can get us a couple of motorcycles out of Taiwan for 
em.” 

Falconi, in the next office, listened in a bemused, de- 
_ tached sort of way. 

Finney continued, “So don’t sit on that, huh? Anything 
else going down? Forget it! I can’t do nothing with automo- 
bile parts. What's that? A-thousand Swiss cuckoo clocks? 
Well, might have room for ’em around here someplace.” 

Falconi leaped to his feet and rushed in to put a stop to 
that transaction. After all, there had to be a limit to every- 
thing. 

Even Dealer Finney. 
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in a cave of ice since 1941, the great carrier Yonaga finally breaks 
free in 1983, her maddened crew of samurai determined to carry 
out their orders to destroy Pearl Harbor. 
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THE SEVENTH CARRIER (2104, $3.95) 
The Red Chinese have launched a particle beam satellite system 
into space, knocking out every modern weapons system on earth. 
Not a jet or rocket can fly. Now the old carrier Yonaga is desper- 
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forces made of old World War II ships and planes—have sud- 
denly become super powers. Terrorism runs rarhpant. Only the 
Yonaga can save America and the Free World. 


RETURN OF THE SEVENTH CARRIER - (2093, $3.95) 
With the war technology of the former superpowers still crippled 
by Red China’s orbital defense system, a terrorist beast runs 
rampant across the planet. Outarmed and outnumbered, the tar- | 
get of crack saboteurs and fanatical assassins, only the Yonaga 
and its brave samurai crew stand between a Libyan madman and 
his fiendish goal of global domination. 


QUEST OF THE SEVENTH CARRIER (2599, $3.95) 
Power bases have shifted dramatically. Now a Libyan madman 
has the upper hand, planning to crush his western enemies with 
an army of millions of Arab fanatics. Only Yonaga and her in- 
domitable samurai crew can save the besieged free world from the 
devastating iron fist of the terrorist maniac. Bravely, the behe- 
moth leads a rag tag armada of rusty World War Two warships 
against impossible odds on a fiery sea of blood and death! 
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central highlands of South Vietnam are getting hit © 
hard by Viet Cong guerrillas. The big brass in 
Saigon decide that a special type of unit is needed 
to remedy the situation. It has to be an outfit 
made up of near-suicidal crazies who will fight 
anyone, anytime, anywhere, and anyhow. That 
would be Colonel Robert Falconi’s Black Eagles. 


Using the VC's own tactics, Falconi and his 
band of battle-hardened jungle fighters set their 
M-16s on rock 'n roll and show up in unexpécted 
places kicking ass. But the VC commander is no 
slouch. Skilled in the art of death, he consoli- 
dates his widely spread units into a compact 
fighting force to match firepower, wits and guts 
with the suddenly outnumbered Black Eagles. It 
will all blast open in the dank jungle war zone of 
Nguy-Hiem where Falconi's men face the stark 
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